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ABSTRACT

Vaccine success stories in eradicating infectious diseases such as smallpox and polio have long been 
acknowledged. However, the function of vaccines is not widely known currently as these diseases are 
low profile. Studies have shown that social media users have always disseminated the harmful effects 
of vaccines on health without referring to valid and credible sources. This has led to an increase 
in anti-vaccine sentiment among the public and contributed to vaccine refusal around the globe, 
including Malaysia. Facebook is well known for providing the space for anti-vaxxers to engage and 
share distorted and unfounded views about vaccination. Therefore, this study is conducted to examine 
anti-vaxxers on Facebook and to understand their characteristics. A total of 456 Facebook users who 
claimed to reject vaccines publicly on a selected Facebook page, Malaysia Kene Tahu (MKT), were 
quantitatively profiled. The results show that the majority used genuine profile accounts while revealing 
only certain demographic information. There are three main categories of anti-vaxxers on Facebook 
based on their anti-vaccination content sharing, namely persistent, moderate, and uncertain. Although 
only a few people were persistent in sharing vaccine misinformation, this study argues that the impact 
could be detrimental as their personal Facebook is publicly visible which might influence other users. 
In conclusion, more strategic communication interventions involving various different stakeholders is 
needed to educate Facebook users against vaccine misinformation.
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INTRODUCTION

Vaccine-preventable diseases can be controlled, and some have been eliminated through 
vaccination. Vaccines were introduced in Malaysia by the Health Ministry through the 
National Immunisation Programme in the 1950s that aimed to protect children from 
diseases like hepatitis B, diphtheria, poliomyelitis, measles, and a few others (Arumugam & 
Solhi, 2019). However, recent data shows a declining rate in vaccine uptake among children 
where the immunisation schedule was not completed (Rumetta, Abdul-Hadi, & Lee, 
2020). In Malaysia, the decline of vaccine uptake has led to small outbreaks of vaccine-
preventable diseases in states such as Sabah (polio) and Johor (diphtheria). Previous 
research indicate that the scenario was partly contributed by an anti-vaccination sentiment 
that can be traced back to 2012, which started as a small movement that later proliferated 
on social media (Kusnin, 2017). The connectivity of social media users has facilitated 
vaccine misinformation and misconceptions to spread rapidly. When people are connected 
globally through social media, “anti-vaccine posts on social media may be facilitating anti-
vaccination behaviour” (Hoffman et al., 2019, p. 1).

Although the number of vaccine refusals in Malaysia is small, the vaccine 
misinformation that they propagate can be harmful as they gather more followers through 
social media over time. For example, Facebook is seen as a platform that fosters the anti-
vaccination sentiment. Several active groups on Facebook mobilise individuals for this 
cause such as Masyarakat Kene Tahu (MKT) or Society Must Know which has a strong 
membership of 53,000. The group was initially open to public but has changed its setting 
to private recently where the contents are visible only for members, though the page can 
still be located by anyone on Facebook. 

In this group, members can post their anti-vaccination experience, query, opinion, 
emotions, and complaints, which will be responded by others. There are prominent 
members like engineers, lecturers, or teachers, in this group who play vital roles in giving 
opinions and influencing others even though they are not from a medical or health-related 
background. Similarly, Dhapola (2021) highlighted a private group called ‘Vaccines Your 
Right to Know’ with 2,800 members mostly from India, which believes that “they have the 
freedom to choose to vaccinate themselves and their kids and would like to equip themselves 
with the knowledge”. Despite Facebook’s rule against misinformation on vaccination, the 
closed private setting allows these groups to indulge in open discussions on this topic and 
bypass Facebook’s security settings. This is a serious matter that requires interventions as 
the information shared is not endorsed by experts in the field and can facilitate the anti-
vaccination movement.

Given this background, this study is conducted to scrutinise the characteristics of 
individuals on Facebook who are known to reject vaccination. Through this study, it is 
hoped that unique intervention strategies can be developed to address the anti-vaccination 
issue and mitigate its effects. This study is also vital as while previous research confirm 
that social media contributes to the anti-vaccination sentiment, most of the work has been 
focused on the content and rhetoric of anti-vaccination discussion (e.g., Germani & Biller-
Andorno, 2021; Klimiuk, Czoska, Biernacka, & Balwicki , 2021; Annenberg Public Policy 
Centre of the University of Pennsylvania, 2020) and not much on the characteristics of 
anti-vaxxers. According to Bond (2021) and Yeoh (2021), just 12 individuals have been 
identified as responsible for the dissemination of vaccine misinformation on social media 
globally, but data on anti-vaxxers, particularly among Malaysian Facebook users, is 
scarce. Further, to the knowledge of the researchers, the existing categorisations of anti-
vaxxers are context-specific. Therefore, this study aims to explore the characteristics and 



SEARCH 13(3), 2021

57

self-portrayal of Malaysian Facebook users who have openly indicated their rejection of 
vaccination for themselves and their children. To achieve this objective, the paper poses 
two research questions: 
1) How do the anti-vaxxers present themselves on their Facebook profile?
2) What are the types of anti-vaxxers based on their personal Facebook content sharing? 

LITERATURE REVIEW

Different Types of Anti-vaxxers
Anti-vaxxers are viewed as individuals who cause and contribute to the anti-vaccination 
sentiment. It is important to explore what constitutes anti-vaxxers and understand the 
reasons for their vaccine scepticism. Anti-vaxxers are also referred to individuals who refuse 
to get vaccinated for different reasons. Although they are a minority group, their influence 
is noticeable, especially on social media. Past studies used several terms concerning anti-
vaxxers as they are unique to a specific context. 

Among the approaches used in explaining anti-vaxxers is the extent to which they refuse 
vaccination. According to Hagood and Herlihy (2013), individuals who refuse vaccination 
include vaccine rejectors (VRj) as well as vaccine-resistant (VR), and vaccine-hesitant (VH) 
individuals. VRj are considered the most adamant since they are unlikely to even consider 
views that support vaccines. While VR refers to those who are “currently rejecting vaccination 
but are willing to consider” (p. 1791) information on vaccination to assess its effectiveness. In 
contrast to the previous two types, VH is the potential group that is open to being educated 
as they will seek reliable parties to discuss their anxiety about vaccination. Smith (2017) also 
coined the term “vaccine hesitancy” and defined it as an act of purposely delaying vaccination 
though having access to vaccines.  Like Hagood and Herlihy (2013), Smith proposed that 
vaccine-hesitant individuals are “thought to be the most amenable to interventions […] and 
may be considered fence-sitters on many vaccine issues” (p. 4). 

Other studies provided characterisations of vaccine refusal based on the concerns 
raised. Based on Chapman’s research report as cited in Ross (2015), there are four types of 
anti-vaxxers known as the 4-C model (complacency, convenience, lack of confidence, and 
utility calculation), which summarises the reasons for refusing vaccination. A much recent 
study by Hoffman et al. (2019) revealed that anti-vaxxers on Facebook can be categorised 
into four types, namely trust, alternatives, safety, and conspiracy. The categories are based 
on the analysis of publicly available content on the Facebook page using anti-vaccination 
coding. Meanwhile, Carusi (2020) explained the types of vaccine hesitancy in the context 
of COVID-19. The first group refers to individuals worried about safety testing followed 
by the “notoriously unmoved by science” group, which include anti-vaxxers who trust 
opinions more than facts. Meanwhile, the third group refers to individuals who refuse 
vaccines due to concerns over animal welfare and environmental issues. 

Based on these categories, anti-vaxxers could be categorised according to the 
extent to which they refuse vaccination and the concerns raised by them. Although the 
categorisation is practical and significant to understand the anti-vaccination sentiment, they 
are mostly context-specific. Thus, it is vital to identify the types of anti-vaxxers, especially 
among Malaysian Facebook users so that their unique experiences can be identified. 

Facebook and Self-Presentation 
Facebook was developed by Mark Zuckerberg in 2004 to connect people and encourage 
interactions between individuals of similar interests who are geographically scattered. 
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Facebook offers several features and interactivity functions ranging from free Facebook 
accounts, customisable privacy settings, manageable friends’ list, photo and thought sharing 
function to Facebook live features. Facebook is relatively popular among Malaysians. 
According to the NapoleonCat.com website (2020), the number of Facebook users account 
for 76.9% of Malaysia’s entire population as of 2020, of which 54.7% are males while the 
remaining 45.3% are females. Facebook is popular among users between 25 and 34 years 
old (36.1%), followed by 18 to 24 years old (22.5%). While the age group of 34 to 44 years 
old accounted for 18.2%. Interestingly, 4.9% of the users are children aged between 13 and 
17 years old. The statistics infer that individuals from different age groups use Facebook. 

Facebook allows users to manage their online identity using a similar concept 
known as self-presentation or impression management which refers to an individual’s 
effort in manipulating verbal and non-verbal qualities to form an impression. Through a 
dramaturgical concept introduced by Goffman in which people are the actors, and society 
is a theatre stage, Wittkower (2014) explained that an individual behaves differently on 
the stage, in front of others, while revealing the true self  in the absence of other people 
(the backstage). The onstage and backstage presentation of the self  also occur online as 
individuals can choose which information to disclose online. 

Online self-presentation and self-disclosure are pertinent to developing an online 
social connection. They are also vital in ensuring meaningful engagement among social 
networking users. Bronstein (2014) argued that self-disclosure requires a certain degree of 
control to create the right impression for others. As observed in Facebook, self-presentation 
could be seen more publicly through a user profile name and picture. This is followed by 
other information such as gender, location, relationship status, education level, and others. 
Through these settings, users are free to choose the information that they prefer to disclose. The 
characteristics of Facebook has enabled users to increase self-disclosure. However, Bronstein 
(2014) proposed that weak social connections dominate online relationships as efforts to 
engage interpersonally is scarce. This could be observed when users join any Facebook group 
without investing the time and energy to explore and know their connections personally. In 
this instance, the platform is only used to discuss issues rather than establish connections. 
Thus, the presentation of self is merely to give an identity to the user. 

Despite the impersonal relationships that individuals might develop online, the profile 
settings on Facebook could help users portray themselves as real people. As Wittkower 
(2014) explained, when users must use real names and unitary profiles “due to Facebook user 
policies and the dominant social norm on the site” (p. 5), it can be gauged that the users may 
choose their best self to present on their Facebook profile. Therefore, the examination of 
how anti-vaxxers portray themselves on Facebook using the standard setting could provide 
an almost actual depiction of the demographic characteristics that are imperative to help 
stakeholders develop different strategies to address the anti-vaccination sentiment. 

METHODOLOGY

Content Analysis
This study conducted a quantitative content analysis to characterise individuals who 
openly reject vaccination on social media. Content analysis is a research tool to quantify 
and analyse the presence of words, themes, or concepts found within data collected from 
interviews, reflection notes, or any communicative sources. According to Gheyle and 
Jacobs (2017), a content analysis could assist in making sense of the (often unstructured) 
content of messages. This study chose content analysis as it allows the classification of 
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vaccine refusals on Facebook using specific categories in exploring their characteristics 
and representation of online identity. 

Operationalisation
The research is exploratory in which findings can be used to identify the characteristics of 
Facebook users who openly reject vaccines. The unit analysis is the individual Facebook 
account. The variables were operationalised as described below: 

The Main Profile Setting was examined as follows: 
a) Profile name was identified as whether real or anonymous. An account is considered 

using a real name based on what is regarded as usual names for Malaysians. Anonymous 
names will be identified through unusual words used to represent a person.

b) Profile picture has seven categories: 1) family, 2) individual, 3) animation, 4) animal, 
5) objects, 6) others (food, nature, text), and 7) none. A photo is coded family/group 
if  the user displays the photo of his or her child. Animation is coded when a cartoon-
like individual image is used. Objects include car, flag, and bicycle. Others refer to a 
combination of minor things thought to be unusual as profile pictures.   

c) Other demographic information was assessed based on the available information on 
Facebook such as gender, current location which are divided into thirteen states and a 
federal territory in Malaysia, level of education, marital status, age, language, religion, 
and occupation.

Types of anti-vaxxers were operationalised based on the issues shared on a Facebook 
wall within two weeks or the first 30 posts available for viewing. The analysis was done 
based on four categories: 1) persistent — those who mainly shared anti-vaccination posts, 
2) moderate — those who shared mixed issues, not limited to anti-vaccination messages 
alone, 3) uncertain — those who only shared personal matters and business products, 
journey, or services, and 4) non-active — those whose Facebook page did not contain any 
post-sharing activities. This analysis is to determine whether users who openly rejected 
vaccines on MKT also portrayed the same view on their personal Facebook page. 

Sample Selection
The present research dataset consisted of 456 Facebook accounts selected based on 
comments that openly mention the rejection of vaccination. Before determining the sample 
size, a multistage sampling procedure was employed. The first stage involved identifying 
social media platforms (blogs, Facebook, Twitter, Instagram). Facebook was selected 
since other social media platforms did not fulfil the requirements of the study. To sample 
individual Facebook accounts, the study purposely selected a Facebook group named 
Masyarakat Kene Tahu (MKT) since it attracts anti-vaxxers. The Facebook group was 
chosen as it is regarded a space to propagate and discuss issues about vaccination which 
are mostly misleading (Today Online, 2020; Aziz, 2020). The group was also selected based 
on the number of followers and active engagement among members. MKT was open to 
the public during data collection. However, the page is now private, which could be due to 
the increased scrutiny on anti-vaxxers, especially related to COVID-19 vaccine issues. The 
researchers examined MKT from January 2019 until March 2020, the period when several 
vaccine-preventable diseases such as polio, diphtheria, mumps, and a few others, were 
predominantly reported as they recurred in Malaysia. The discussion about COVID-19 
vaccines was excluded as the pandemic had not yet began when this study commenced. 
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Figure 1 shows the steps taken to choose Facebook accounts. In the first step, 10 
active posts on MKT were identified each month. The active posts can be identified as the 
most commented, liked, and shared by other members. Three comments from each of the ten 
selected posts were drawn. The comments chosen should indicate users’ rejection of vaccines 
like “I will not vaccinate my children”, “I don’t trust vaccine”, “Vaccine is dangerous, I 
will refuse vaccination”. This will provide 30 potential Facebook profiles for analysis. The 
same steps were repeated to draw samples every month. At times when there was no active 
engagement of users, only a few profiles were shortlisted from at least ten selected posts. 
Therefore, more posts will be selected in step 1. 

Step 1 — 10 active posts are chosen from MKT for each month of the sampling period  
(January 2019 – March 2020)

Step 2 — Derive only three comments/users from each post selected earlier

Step 3 — This leads to 30 comments/users in total for the month sampled

If the first three steps did not lead to 30 comments/users, increase the number of active posts  
and repeat step 2

Figure 1. Flow of sample selection 

Data Collection 
The researchers hired a coder who is proficient in Bahasa Melayu and English to be 
monitored by a graduate research assistant (GRA). A codebook was developed and 
served as an added guide to ensure a systematic data collection. The codebook contains 
the introduction, instructions, and definitions of coding items. Before data collection, the 
codebook was shared with the coder and GRA to check the clarity of words to ensure 
they understood the content. They were first trained to perform the analysis on selected 
Facebook accounts before real data collection. Data analysis was conducted between 
October and November 2020 with the principal researcher continuously checking the 
coding process through an online platform. 

Inter-rater reliability was done to assess the degree of agreement among the coders 
on the data set as “high agreement between the ratings indicates consensus in the diagnosis 
and interchangeability of the ratings” (Warrens, 2015, p.1). This study used Cohen’s Kappa 
to conduct inter-rater reliability as it is the most widely used agreement test on a nominal 
scale (Warrens, 2015). For this study, a total of 60 different Facebook profiles were selected 
and coded by the coder and GRA. The types of profile name and photo, gender, location, 
education, relationship status, and religion were calculated. For all the categories, the 
percentage of agreement was above 99.89% while the average Cohen’s Kappa was greater 
than .91, indicating an almost perfect agreement between coders.  

Ethical Considerations in Analysing Facebook Content
Social media monitoring often raises issues related to ethical and privacy concerns. Existing 
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traditional approaches cannot fully address these issues due to the distinctive nature of 
social media. Although Facebook contains rich information worth exploring, a number of 
concerns emerged with regard to utilising Facebook content as part of the research. 

Regarding privacy concerns, since Facebook is a public space, it can be assumed 
that it is accessible for public viewing. Users can choose to limit the information they 
would like to share publicly.  During the data collection period, the MKT Facebook page 
was open to the public. Based on the traditional principle, a researcher is not required to 
obtain consent if  he is observing public behaviour (Wimmer & Dominick, 2014). Willis 
(2019) further proposed that if  Facebook users’ data is made public, consent is assumed to 
be waived. Facebook newsfeed observation is similar to observational research where the 
setting is considered public. 

This study further followed the approach of Hoffman et al. (2019) by analysing only 
the publicly available content of each Facebook account. In addition, issues of personal 
intrusiveness as discussed by Townsend and Wallace (2016) did not occur in this study. 
This study did not identify the analysed Facebook accounts in any of the research reports. 
The study also did not disclose any sensitive information that will identify the analysed 
Facebook accounts, such as their comments or posts on their walls that might be intrusive 
to their privacy.  

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

In characterising who openly rejects vaccination, the study analysed 456 Facebook profiles 
and categorised them based on socio-demographic characteristics. This section presents 
the findings based on each research question. 

RQ1 : How do the anti-vaxxers present themselves on their Facebook 
profile?
Facebook users have the option of setting their profile pictures. Results revealed that 67.3% 
used their own photo while the remaining did not disclose themselves and used instead 
photos of animation, animals, objects, and others. As shown in Table 1, 34% used a family 
photo or group photo, followed by an individual photo (33.3%) believed to be the account 
owner. The animation image comprised 11.4% while others made up 13.4%. Others refer to 
images such as photos of food, unknown people and a few more unusual images used as a 
profile picture. The study also found that only 3.5% did not use a profile picture, followed 
by photos of objects (2. 4%) and animals (2.0%). 

 Table 1. Types of profile pictures used by Facebook users

 Types of profile pictures N %
Family photo 155 34.0

Individual 152 33.3

Animation 52 11.4

Animal 9 2.0

Objects 11 2.4

Others 61 13.4

None 16 3.5

Total 456 100.0
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The results also revealed that 92.8% of the Facebook users used their real names 
in their profiles — see Table 2. The use of real names is identified through common 
names among Malaysians. While the remaining users used a pseudonym, which could be 
descriptions of themselves but not suitable as a name. 

 Table 2. Profile name types as used by Facebook users

 Types of profile name N %
Real name 423 92.8

Pseudonym 33 7.2

Total 456 100.0

The analysis of profile names and pictures gives an initial impression of whether 
the analysed Facebook accounts are real or not. For instance, a profile that displays a 
user’s photo or family members with a real name could be considered an authentic 
Facebook user. These two items are pertinent to identifying the users’ identities that can 
be explained through an impression management concept that demands the management 
of characteristics of oneself. Following Leary and Kowalski (1990) and Wright (2017), 
this study uses impression management interchangeably with self-presentation. Online 
identity can be managed by disclosing certain information about the self. Like Wright 
(2017), this study asserts that profile names serve as one of the prominent features of 
individuals’ online identities. This study also concurs with Bronstein (2014) that the use of 
a photo is “an important element of the self-presentation strategy [for users to…] create 
their ‘possible selves’,” (p. 7). Similarly, Kramer and Haferkamp (2011) argued that people 
used profile pictures in presenting themselves to influence how others perceive them. 

Facebook further allows the presentation of self  through other demographic 
information such as gender, current location, level of education, relationship status, 
age, religion, and language as summarised in Figure 2. The most frequently disclosed 
information are gender (32%) and current location (20%). Less than half  of the Facebook 
users profiled revealed their education level (16%) and relationship status (15%). The low 
rate of divulgence for the remaining three categories of information corresponds with the 
Malaysian Communications and Multimedia Commission (MCMC)’s 2020 report that 
only 30.6% shared personal information online while 67.6% did not since the majority 
(60.9%) of the Internet users regarded online privacy seriously. 

Figure 2. Demographic information disclosed in the analysed Facebook profiles
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In terms of gender, of the total Facebook profiles analysed, more than half  were 
females (61%) while males constituted 18.9%. The remaining (20.2%) chose not to state 
their gender — see Table 3. 

 Table 3. The gender of the analysed Facebook users

 Gender N %
Male 86 18.8

Female 278 61.0

Not stated 92 20.2

Total 456 100.0

The discussion of gender on health-related issues are abundant. Parents are the 
focus of attention on vaccine hesitancy issues (Damnjanovic et al., 2018) as they play 
an important role in their children’s vaccination. Several studies showed that women and 
mothers, especially, are very much involved in making health-related decisions. Further, 
according to Hiller, Schatz, and Drexler (2017), females tend to be more health conscious. 
As Hays (1996) (cited in Damnjanovic et al., 2018) explained, women feel more responsible 
for their children’s intellectual, social, emotional, and health-related issues. 

Another study also highlighted the role of females in which the education status and 
occupation of the mother are among the factors that influence the decision to vaccinate 
children (Gundogdu, 2020). These views imply that females are more involved in the child’s 
vaccine uptake decisions which explains why more females were profiled in this study. As 
generally believed, Facebook is a place where ample information can be found, shared, 
and discussed. It is also a platform preferred by women since social support can be easily 
obtained (Krisvianti & Triastuti, 2020). 

Facebook further allows users to indicate the place where they reside. The results 
showed the analysed users mostly resided in Selangor (11%), followed by Federal Territory 
(8%), Penang (6%) and Johor (5%). However, almost half  (49%) of them did not mention 
their location. The rest of the states recorded small percentages as can be seen in Figure 3.

Figure 3. Location of residence  



Typology of vaccine refusals on Facebook in Malaysia

64

Location can be a vital indicator in identifying vaccine-refusal individuals. Although 
nearly half  did not disclose their location, amongst those who revealed,  the majority 
resided in Klang Valley. This is in contrast with data presented by Kusnin (2017), in which 
the number of vaccine refusal individuals were found to be highest in Perak followed by 
Terengganu, Pahang, and Kedah. While Selangor was in fifth place, and Federal Territory 
was among the lowest. Despite this difference, the data of the current study is important in 
identifying the locality of anti-vaxxers who are active online as opposed to their physical 
distribution as reported by Kusnin (2017). 

The significant increase in Facebook usage from 2017 until 2020 (Muller, 2021) and 
the fact that 97.3% of Malaysian Internet users own an account on Facebook (MCMC, 
2018) have also contributed to the dynamic change in the locality of anti-vaxxers. In this 
respect,  Wong, Wong, and Bakar (2020) mentioned that urban parents are among those 
who were reported contributing to vaccine hesitancy in Malaysia. This claim is consistent 
with the rise in Internet access among urban users in Malaysia (MCMC, 2020), which could 
also explain why the majority of anti-vaxxers on Facebook are found in Klang Valley. The 
location also suggests that anti-vaxxers have now shifted to online platforms to mobilise 
their movement. This particular finding of the current study is, thus, significant to address 
the gap in knowledge in which “vaccine hesitancy in the general Malaysian population 
is unidentified” (Wong et al., 2020, p. 1512), especially among users of the most popular 
social media platform, Facebook. 

Concerning the self-presentation concept discussed earlier, it is important to 
highlight self-disclosure as it involves disclosing personal information to others (Schlosser, 
2019) which can be superficial, such as username, or personal information, such as 
hobbies, personal data, and pictures (Bronstein, 2014). The quantity of information shared 
also contributes to self-disclosure (Kramer & Haferkamp, 2011). Thus the demographic 
information reported earlier assisted individual Facebook users to disclose more details in 
forming an impression of one’s identity. However, this study acknowledges that it’s possible 
that users’ profiles do not necessarily correspond with their real identities. 

Users can use the profile settings and choose any identity that might not represent 
themselves and appear anonymous. They could use someone else’s photos, pseudonyms, 
and hide behind a constructed image to engage and look more appealing to other online 
users. In responding to this, Bronstein (2014) rationalised that if  online users prefer to 
maintain a connection with others, they will choose to disclose appropriate information 
in detail. As more information is shared, the better the impression of trustworthiness 
the users can create (Bronstein, 2014). In this instance, by disclosing gender and current 
location, users will be perceived as trustworthy, hence enhancing their online identity. 
Trustworthiness is a vital component to build a credible reputation, especially within an 
online social context such as MKT. This will make every member feel open to accepting 
the disclosure of vaccine rejection by others. Thus, the interplay between self-presentation, 
self-disclosure, and credibility offers an insight into how being affiliated to a group could 
influence individual’s perception on vaccination issues that could lead to the assertion of 
vaccine rejection. 

RQ2 : The types of anti-vaxxers based on personal Facebook content 
sharing
In addition to analysing Facebook profiles and demographic distribution, this paper further 
identified the kinds of anti-vaxxers based on personal Facebook content sharing. The 
Facebook page of each user was visited to see their activities within a two-week period (or 
approximately, 30 most recent Facebook posts) and the user was categorised as persistent, 
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moderate, or uncertain. To identify anti-vaxxers, the researchers examined if  those who 
openly declared rejection towards vaccines on MKT also portrayed the same view on their 
Facebook page, during the data collection period. Typically, Facebook posts, that can 
either be original or shared posts, depict the users’ behaviour or views on vaccination. 

 Table 4. Types of anti-vaxxers on Facebook

Types of anti-vaxxers N %
Persistent 57 12.5

Moderate 79 17.3

Uncertain 269 59

Non-active 51 11.2

Total 456 100.0

As shown in Table 4, the majority of the anti-vaxxers were uncertain (59%) since they 
did not share vaccination issues during the data collection period. This is followed by moderate 
(17.3%) as the number of vaccination posts shared were equal to that of other issues, and only 
12.5% represents the persistent category. Only 11.2% were non-active users as no activity were 
observed on their Facebook page. This study views that content sharing reflects their values 
and moral judgement on issues, which also constitutes a critical part of their identity. The 
categories derived from the current study are comparable to that of Hagood and Herlihy’s 
(2013) types of vaccine hesitancy. However, the findings of this study are unique as they are 
derived from the assessment of individual content sharing on Facebook. 

Another interesting finding is that the uncertain category refers to those who 
did not share any information on vaccination even though they declared their vaccine 
refusal on MKT. Instead, they used their Facebook page to share personal matters and 
as a business platform to engage and promote products or services, which is currently a 
popular marketing method amongst small entrepreneurs. According to Srinivasan et al. 
(2013), for successful business engagement on social media, a marketer must understand 
the community’s preferences. Therefore, revealing an anti-vaccination stance may limit the 
number of potential customer engagement. Besides, the assertion on the MKT Facebook 
page may help to affirm their stance of vaccine refusal and can be regarded as impersonal as 
opposed to the same type of stand made on the personal individual Facebook page which 
may compromise the personal relationship with others on their friend list. Compared to 
those who oppose strongly against vaccines on their personal Facebook pages, we can 
argue that the uncertain individuals might change their views since the stance on vaccine 
acceptance and rejection is dynamic. In other words, the latter may not be anti-vaxxers but 
are merely followers of the movement due to the persuasiveness of public Facebook pages 
like MKT. 

The persistent type of anti-vaxxers manifest their opposition through the content 
sharing of negative vaccine information. Their posts range from exposing severe vaccine 
side effects to distrust towards vaccines, amongst others. Most of the contents were re-
shared posts from other accounts accompanied by their own comments which contrasts 
with the findings of Devineni, Koutra, Faloutsos, and Christos (2017) that revealed self-
posts dominating a user’s wall. This difference can be attributed to users being committed 
to assessing the value and applying minimal cognitive effort in regard to sharing vaccine-
related issues, (Kim & Yang, 2017) as compared to writing original posts that require 
more in-depth knowledge of the issue and higher cognitive efforts although both types 
of post reflect their self-presentation. According to Berger and Buechel (2012), from the 



Typology of vaccine refusals on Facebook in Malaysia

66

perspective of clinical psychology, emotionally unstable individuals tend to post self-
relevant information and emotions where this behaviour may have a therapeutic value and 
boost their unstable emotions. Social media behaviours can be categorised into consuming, 
contributing and creating in which more cognitive effort is required when creating (writing) 
compared to consuming (reading) (Muntinga, Moorman, & Smith, 2011). 

Although only 12.5% were found to be of persistent type, this study argues that 
the impact could be detrimental as their personal Facebook accounts are publicly visible. 
The persistent type may be in a much better position to influence others since they could 
be well-versed in making sound arguments to support the anti-vaccination movement and 
may have accumulated their knowledge and understanding about vaccination over time. 
This is in line with claims that those who are strongly averse to vaccination tend to be very 
vocal and committed to influencing others to accept their viewpoints (Fratantoni, 2019). 
Thus, this study suggests that the persistent group might be the key component of the anti-
vaccination movement in Malaysia.

Meanwhile, the moderate category was identified based on their mixed content 
sharing. This category of users did not share anti-vaccination posts as much as the 
persistent category, although, some posts still criticised vaccination from many aspects. 
In this respect, this study maintains that they are more likely to join the persistent group 
since the act of sharing anti-vaccination posts in their personal Facebook accounts could 
be argued as a manifestation of their belief  that was initially declared in MKT. In addition, 
since vaccine hesitancy is intricate and context-specific (McIntosh, Janda, Jochen, & 
Pettoello-Mantovani, 2016) and the stance of vaccine rejection and acceptance can be 
dynamic (Hagood & Herlihy, 2013), individuals may potentially change from accepting to 
rejecting vaccines over time, or vice versa, due to factors like decreased awareness or when 
their concerns have not been specifically addressed. 

Meanwhile, the non-active group was identified based on their non-activity, disabled 
accounts, or accounts that merely showed the occasional change of profile pictures. It should 
be noted that this zero activity could be due to users limiting public view of their contents 
which is in line with Zhao et al. (2013) who reported that users create and manage content 
as well as balance between what is desirable for public scrutiny and what is kept personal. As 
they may find it imperative to maintain a positive self-identity, choosing not to divulge any 
controversial activities on personal Facebook pages would be more desirable for this type of 
user. Nevertheless, this study argues the non-active type belongs to fake users who created 
Facebook accounts without any intention of maintaining it for personal use.   

In conclusion, the initial stance on vaccinations for the three types of anti-vaxxers 
explored in this study is clearly evident. The current discussion could provide evidence that 
Facebook is not merely a platform for identity management but also an avenue to manifest 
one’s viewpoint on vaccination. This would help to acknowledge that Facebook is used to 
mobilise and move the anti-vaccination sentiment among Malaysian netizens. 

LIMITATIONS

There are some limitations of this study. Firstly, the generalisability of this research is 
limited to the study period because the current COVID-19 misinformation is argued to pose 
more influence on the anti-vaccination behaviour on Facebook. Next, it is acknowledged 
that the users’ profiles may not correspond with the real self, therefore future research 
should be conducted among Malaysian Facebook users to offer more evidence. Lastly, this 
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study did not scrutinise in-depth the kinds of content shared by Facebook users. Hence, 
future research should also explore the abovementioned research gap. 

CONCLUSION

The main objective of this study is to profile the demographic characteristics of individuals 
on Facebook based on their open stance to refuse vaccines for themselves and their 
children. The examination of these Facebook profiles using quantitative content analysis 
provides rich insights into the self-identity of anti-vaxxers which is either authentic or 
anonymous. This study further reveals that there are three main categories of anti-vaxxers 
on Facebook, namely the persistent, moderate, and uncertain that require attention from 
various stakeholders in devising strategies to address the anti-vaccination sentiment. 

The analysis further offers an insight into how self-presentation might influence the 
discussion of health issues such as vaccination. This study proposes that as a virtual social 
space, Facebook nurtures the vaccine refusal sentiment as it allows individuals with similar 
interests to interact and exchange the often-one-sided vaccine information. When users 
portray their online identity to appear as real individuals, meaningful and interpersonal 
engagement could occur. As a result, individuals who are initially hesitant to take vaccines 
will become vaccine-resistant or vaccine rejectors, as coined by Hagood and Herlihy (2013). 

Concerning the uncertain category that this study identified, while they may not 
be staunch anti-vaxxers and whose beliefs about vaccines remain unclear, they are highly 
exposed to this movement. For this reason, it is vital to plan clear, coherent, and targeted 
communication to educate and correct misconceptions and misinformation of vaccines for 
this group. Also, social media users should be educated in digital ethics to make informed 
decisions on which information to trust when using social media. According to Terrasi 
(2019), digital ethics is imperative to shaping online discussions and helping users make 
moral reasoning. In this instance, users should be aware that online identities may not be 
authentic and be sensitive as to how they present themselves online to other ethical users 
of digital media. 

This study extends the discussion that Facebook is an element of the anti-vaccine 
movement (Howard, 2019). While Facebook allows users to share information obtained 
from their Facebook friends, it is not equipped to screen detrimental posts that may affect 
the public’s trust in vaccination. Although Facebook has declared publicly its fight against 
misinformation on vaccines, it will take a long time and much resources to fully combat this 
social issue since these groups are persistent and will continue to evolve based on changing 
circumstances. Regarding the persistent and moderate categories examined, although they 
are in the minority, Facebook as an institution should devise more advanced and stringent 
settings to curb misinformation from being circulated openly by these groups. Further, a 
concerted effort is needed from users to report any vaccine misinformation to Facebook to 
ensure action can be taken.

Besides addressing vaccine-related matters in general, this study will benefit 
policymakers and researchers in aspects related to COVID-19 as well. Admittedly, the 
surge of the Covid-19 pandemic has awakened many related stakeholder groups to realise 
that the anti-vaccination movement should be given serious and consistent attention. 
It is, therefore, hoped that the analysis of the types of anti-vaxxers on Facebook could 
invite more stakeholders to become involved in constructing strategic communication 
interventions targeting different yet specific groups on Facebook. This effort is significant 
as the stance of vaccine acceptance and rejection are dynamic behaviours that could be 
altered through continuous effective education and awareness. 
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