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Social trauma as a contributory factor in Filipino’s
vaccine hesitancy

ABSTRACT

Despite of the Government’s effort to persuade the public to participate in its vaccination program against COVID-19, vaccine hesitancy

remains to be a big challenge in the Philippines. While various efforts were undertaken to promote the safety and ef�cacy of vaccines against

COVID-19, it is imperative that the Philippine government considers social traumas as a factor in vaccine hesitancy. This study proposes Judith

Herman’s stages of trauma recovery as a possible framework that could be utilize by the government in its drive to increase public trust.
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After extreme delays, the Philippine government has finally

started its inoculation of COVID-19 vaccines. However,

surveys1 still show that there remains a significant level

of hesitancy on COVID-19 vaccines, despite the mas-

sive campaigns staged by the government. In a recent

correspondence in this journal, an emphasis on e�ective

communication was mentioned and suggested as a tool to

minimize vaccine hesitancy and increase public trust.2 The

Philippine Government has been doing rigid vaccination

campaigns highlighting the positive aspects of the vaccines.

However, in developing strategies for an e�ective campaign, it

is vital that the government carefully consider the experiences

and background of the people. This study highlights various

Filipino experiences contributing to social trauma and ending

up with vaccine hesitancy. The Filipino’s social traumas on

Dengvaxia vaccine and Geopolitics controversies remain to

be predicaments that ought to be addressed in order to build

public trust.

In 2016, it could be recalled that the Philippines expe-

rienced one of the most controversial vaccinations in the

history of the country that led to the death of over 600 people,

mostly infants. To date, no government o�cials and vac-

cine manufacturer has been held liable or formally penalized.

Undoubtedly, the awful and traumatic Dengvaxia experience

contributed to the level of vaccine hesitancy as early as 20183

and continues to a�ect the trust of the people in their govern-

ment.4 On the other hand, despite the government’s defense

on the e�cacy of certain Chinese COVID-19 vaccines,

Filipinos remain to have a negative net trust rating to China

with issues on the West Philippine Sea and COVID-19 virus

as contributing factors.5 With the harassment experienced in

the West Philippine Sea, the Filipinos remain suspicious over

the alleged goodwill of the Chinese Government in providing

assistance for the Philippine Government’s procurement of

vaccines. As a matter of fact, a number of mayors shunned

the use of Chinese-origin vaccines as their constituents aired

their sentiments and distrust against the said vaccines.6 Trust

in vaccination could have increased if other brands of vac-

cines were prioritized. More so, several Filipinos have exist-

ing prejudices and negative experiences with the quality of

Chinese products.7 Undeniably, the ongoing vaccination of

the Philippine government triggers back the social traumas

Filipinos have experienced.

With the existing social traumas of the People, the Philip-

pine Government may continue to face vaccine hesitancy

from the people. According to Judith Herman, traumas dam-

age victim’s ‘ability to enter into a trusting relationship’.8 Her-

man showed three stages of trauma recovery that may well be

considered by the government in building public trust: safety,

acknowledgement and reconnection. In the safety stage, Her-

man emphasizes the importance of establishing a safe envi-

ronment. In this context, transparency remains indispens-

able and foundational.9 Hence, the government may signify

transparency by addressing controversies such as smuggled

vaccines, selective vaccinations, vaccine prioritization and oth-

ers.10 The second stage of Herman’s trauma recovery involves
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acknowledgment, justice, apology and forgiveness. As men-

tioned, no persons were held liable in the Dengvaxia case.

Further, the government’s diplomatic strategies with China

cast doubts instead of trust among people. Such cases pro-

voke questions of integrity of the government’s impartiality.

It is therefore necessary that the government embrace justice

by subjecting people to accountability and avoid unnecessary

appraisal of oppressors. More so, the government may at least

consider the Filipino value of empathy11 that is significant in

building trust. In the final stage of Herman’s trauma recovery,

people finally liberate themselves from the trauma and accept

that they could not undo the past. They finally recognize the

fact that what happened in the past does not necessarily follow

in the present or future.

The minimization or elimination of vaccine hesitancy

among Filipinos will be very challenging due to the pre-

existing conditions of social traumas. The Philippine

government could not just demand to the people that they

simply trust the process. Before even demanding trust, the

government must first gain the trust of the people. Taking

a cue from Judith Herman, it is hoped that the government

takes into consideration transparency and justice as the core

principles of the vaccination campaign.

Acknowledgment

No funding was received from this paper.

Con�ict of interest

The author declares no conflict of interest in this paper.

References

1 Nearly half of Filipinos opt out of COVID-19 vaccination, poll finds, 2021.

https://cnnphilippines.com/news/2021/1/7/COVID-19-vaccine-

survey-Philippines.html.

2 Vergara RJD, Sarmiento PJD, Lagman JDN. Building public trust: a

response to COVID-19 vaccine hesitancy predicament. J Public Health

(Oxf) 2021. doi: https://doi.org/10.1093/pubmed/fdaa282.

3 Fatima K, Syed NI. Dengvaxia controversy: impact on vaccine hesi-

tancy. J Glob Health 2018;8(2):010312

4 Madarang CRS. Dengvaxia mess resurfaces after latest poll showed only 32%

open to COVID-19 jab, 2021. https://interaksyon.philstar.com/politi

cs-issues/2021/01/08/183307/dengvaxia-mess-resurfaces-after-la

test-poll-showed-only-32-open-to-covid-19-jab/.

5 Poll shows Filipinos trust US, Australia over China, 2020. https://cnnphi

lippines.com/news/2020/7/19/sws-survey-trust-us-australia-china.

html?fbclid=lwAR2.

6 Lalu GP. Cainta mayor backs out of Chinese vaccine talks as constituents

reject it , 2021. https://newsinfo.inquirer.net/1384136/cainta-mayor-

backs-out-of-chinese-vaccine-talks-as-constituents-reject-it.

7 David R. The call to boycott Chinese products, 2012. https://opinion.inqui

rer.net/32863/the-call-to-boycott-chinese-products.

8 Herman JL. Recovery from psychological trauma. Psychiatry Clin Neu-

rosci 1998;52(S1):S98–S103

9 Kaplan GS. Building a Culture of Transparency in Health Care,

2018. https://hbr.org/2018/11/building-a-culture-of-transparency-

in-health-care.

10 Domingo K. Make COVID-19 vaccination transparent, probe irregularities:

senators, 2021. https://news.abs-cbn.com/news/01/11/21/make-co

vid-19-vaccination-transparent-probe-irregularities-senators.

11 Lagman JDN, Vergara RJD, Sarmiento PJD. Culture as a contributory

factor in combatting the Covid-19 pandemic. J Public Health (Oxf)

2021. doi: https://doi.org/10.1093/pubmed/fdaa280.

Raymond John D. Vergara

Institute of Arts, Sciences, and Teacher Education, Mabalacat

City College, Mabalacat City 2010, Philippines

Address correspondence to Raymond John D. Vergara,

E-mail: raymond.vergara@mcc.edu.ph

doi: 10.1093/pubmed/fdab110

https://cnnphilippines.com/news/2021/1/7/COVID-19-vaccine-survey-Philippines.html
https://cnnphilippines.com/news/2021/1/7/COVID-19-vaccine-survey-Philippines.html
https://doi.org/10.1093/pubmed/fdaa282
https://interaksyon.philstar.com/politics-issues/2021/01/08/183307/dengvaxia-mess-resurfaces-after-latest-poll-showed-only-32-open-to-covid-19-jab/
https://interaksyon.philstar.com/politics-issues/2021/01/08/183307/dengvaxia-mess-resurfaces-after-latest-poll-showed-only-32-open-to-covid-19-jab/
https://interaksyon.philstar.com/politics-issues/2021/01/08/183307/dengvaxia-mess-resurfaces-after-latest-poll-showed-only-32-open-to-covid-19-jab/
https://cnnphilippines.com/news/2020/7/19/sws-survey-trust-us-australia-china.html?fbclid=lwAR2
https://cnnphilippines.com/news/2020/7/19/sws-survey-trust-us-australia-china.html?fbclid=lwAR2
https://cnnphilippines.com/news/2020/7/19/sws-survey-trust-us-australia-china.html?fbclid=lwAR2
https://newsinfo.inquirer.net/1384136/cainta-mayor-backs-out-of-chinese-vaccine-talks-as-constituents-reject-it
https://newsinfo.inquirer.net/1384136/cainta-mayor-backs-out-of-chinese-vaccine-talks-as-constituents-reject-it
https://opinion.inquirer.net/32863/the-call-to-boycott-chinese-products
https://opinion.inquirer.net/32863/the-call-to-boycott-chinese-products
https://hbr.org/2018/11/building-a-culture-of-transparency-in-health-care
https://news.abs-cbn.com/news/01/11/21/make-covid-19-vaccination-transparent-probe-irregularities-senators
https://news.abs-cbn.com/news/01/11/21/make-covid-19-vaccination-transparent-probe-irregularities-senators
https://doi.org/10.1093/pubmed/fdaa280

	Correspondence Social trauma as a contributory factor in Filipino's vaccine hesitancy 
	Conflict of interest


