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Contested Bodies and Delayed 
Decisions: Attitudes to COVID-19 
Vaccines among Jamaicans

Aieka Yasheva Smith*

Abstract

Coronavirus Disease 2019 (COVID-19) has 
been accompanied by numerous factors which 
have adversely affected Small Island Develop-
ing States (SIDS). Despite several COVID-19 
vaccination campaigns and the number of in-
dividuals who have been afflicted by, or died 
from, contracting the virus, many Jamaicans 
have delayed their vaccination against CO-
VID-19. This study investigates the factors 
that have shaped the attitudes of Jamaicans 
towards COVID-19 vaccines. Its findings 
are based on content analysis of Jamaican 
newspapers (N=200), including columns, 
editorials, and news stories published in the 
online editions of two of the country’s lead-
ing publications (The Jamaica Gleaner and 
the Jamaica Observer). The study finds that 
several factors shape the attitudes of Jamaicans 
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towards COVID-19 vaccines. These include 
the potential side effects of COVID-19 vac-
cines, personal choice, perception of the pan-
demic, insufficient knowledge regarding the 
efficacy of the vaccines, religious beliefs, and 
distrust of the Jamaican government and 
health authorities. The study highlights that 
for SIDS, like Jamaica, which are characterised 
by fragile economies and ailing public health 
care systems, vaccine hesitancy is a potential 
barrier to overcoming some of the challenges 
linked to the current pandemic.  

The study points to the critical need to 
improve the COVID-19 vaccination uptake 
among Jamaicans. Understanding the speci-
ficities concerning vaccine hesitancy will al-
low the Jamaican government and healthcare 
providers to better organise public sensitisation 
campaigns to address the concerns of the un-
vaccinated in Jamaica.
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Key words: COVID-19; vaccination; Jamaica; 
vaccine hesitancy.

INSTANCIAS DE DISPUTA Y DECISIONES 

DEMORADAS: ACTITUDES DE LOS 

JAMAICANOS ANTE LAS VACUNAS COVID-19

Resumen

El coronavirus de 2019 (covid-19) ha venido 
acompañado de numerosos factores que han 
afectado negativamente a los pequeños Esta-
dos insulares en desarrollo (PEID). A pesar 
de varias campañas de vacunación contra el 
covid-19 y del número de personas que han 
sufrido o han muerto por haber contraído el 
virus, muchos jamaicanos han retrasado su 
vacunación. Este estudio investiga los factores 
detrás de las actitudes de los jamaicanos hacia 
las vacunas contra el covid-19. Sus conclusio-
nes se basan en el análisis del contenido de los 
periódicos jamaicanos (N = 200), incluyendo 
columnas, editoriales y noticias publicadas en 
las ediciones en línea de dos de las principales 
publicaciones del país (The Jamaica Gleaner y 
Jamaica Observer). El estudio concluye que son 
varios los factores que determinan la actitud 
de los jamaicanos hacia las vacunas covid-19, 
entre ellos se encuentran sus posibles efectos 
secundarios, la elección personal, la percepción 
de la pandemia, el insuficiente conocimiento 
sobre la eficacia de las vacunas, las creencias 
religiosas y la desconfianza en el gobierno ja-
maicano y las autoridades sanitarias. El estudio 
subraya que para los PEID, como Jamaica, que 
se caracterizan por tener economías frágiles y 
sistemas de atención sanitaria pública defi-
cientes, la indecisión sobre las vacunas es un 

obstáculo potencial para superar algunos de 
los retos relacionados con la pandemia actual.  

El estudio señala la necesidad crítica de 
mejorar la aceptación de la vacuna covid-19 
entre los jamaicanos. La comprensión de las 
especificidades relativas a la indecisión en la 
vacunación permitirá al gobierno jamaicano 
y a los proveedores de atención sanitaria or-
ganizar mejor las campañas de sensibilización 
pública para abordar las preocupaciones de los 
no vacunados en Jamaica.

Palabras clave: covid-19; vacunación; Jamai-
ca; reticencia a vacunación.

INTRODUCTION

COVID-19 originated in Wuhan, China, in 
2019, and rapidly spread across the world. 
It has aggravated issues like poverty, unem-
ployment, and inequality, all of which have 
burdened Jamaica since gaining its indepen-
dence. Although vaccines are controversial, 
they have the potential to save lives and reduce 
the prevalence of diseases. In Jamaica, there 
are many barriers to vaccination uptake and 
unvaccinated individuals constitute 98% of 
COVID-19-related deaths (Williams, 2022).

The Caribbean Community (CARI-
COM) is a prime beneficiary of vaccine di-
plomacy. Member states like Jamaica have 
received donations of COVID-19 vaccines 
from their bilateral partners, for example, In-
dia, China, and the United States of America 
(USA). On March 15, 2021, Jamaica received 
14,400 vaccines through the COVAX Facility 
which is a global effort between the Coalition 
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for Epidemic Preparedness Innovations (CE-
PI), Gavi, the Vaccine Alliance Gavi, the Unit-
ed Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), the 
Pan American Health Organization (PAHO) 
and the World Health Organization (WHO) 
(PAHO, 2021). These donations were em-
blematic as Jamaica became the first country in 
the Caribbean to receive COVID-19 vaccines. 

Advances in research and technology have 
allowed COVID-19 vaccines to be developed 
at a rapid pace. In 2021, some 66% of the 
world’s population received at least one dose 
of a COVID-19 vaccine, and only 16.2% of 
people in low-income countries received at 
least one dose (Mathieu et al., 2021). Three 
types of COVID-19 vaccines are approved for 
use in Jamaica, namely AstraZeneca, Pfizer, 
and Johnson & Johnson. These are available 
to individuals over 12 years old. 

Vaccine hesitancy refers to the “delay in 
acceptance or refusal of vaccination despite the 
availability of vaccination services” (MacDon-
ald, 2015, p.4161). This study investigates the 
factors that have shaped the attitudes of Jamai-
cans towards COVID-19 vaccines. Despite the 
availability of vaccines, Jamaica, and by exten-
sion, the Caribbean region, struggles to in-
crease the COVID-19 vaccination rates among 
citizens. Jamaica, like many SIDS, continues to 
confront severe challenges and threats owing 
to the pandemic. COVID-19 has brought a 
gloomy tune of death, illness, disruption, and 
psychological and socioeconomic challenges 
upon the shores of many countries across the 
globe. For Jamaica, it has undoubtedly ham-
pered the ability of the Jamaican government 
to efficiently harness its scarce resources to 
meet the needs of its citizens. 

A dynamic within the globalization de-
bate, specifically related to migration and the 
spread of diseases, unduly exposes SIDS to an 
environment and issues that they are inher-
ently incapable of controlling and whose out-
comes heighten their vulnerabilities. Within 
this context, the realities of a harsh global 
economic environment, in one way, have re-
shaped Jamaica’s foreign policy options and 
ostensibly given stronger convictions regarding 
the potential of post-pandemic South-South 
cooperation. 

Globalization has been restructuring the 
discussion concerning the media as an agent of 
socialization and a tool for sustaining a healthy 
democracy (Aalberg & Curran, 2012; Siwa-
pathomchai, 2021). Mao and Richter (2014) 
believe that “the crucial players in the devel-
opment of public health policy are influenced 
by the media” (p.1). Newspapers provide a key 
source of information on domestic, regional, 
and international phenomena. 

The media serves multiple roles that 
include shaping public opinion, building 
awareness, surveillance, agenda-setting, and 
influencing attitudes. Thus, based on these 
underlying reasons coupled with the ongo-
ing challenges posed by COVID-19 and low 
rates of vaccinations among Jamaicans, the 
media warrants special attention (Valenzuela 
& McCombs, 2019; Lupton, 2012; Larson et 
al., 2013). The central idea advanced here is 
that in Jamaica, “as breakthrough infections 
of fully vaccinated persons with new variants 
of Sars CoV2 occur and are reported widely 
in the media, it will feed vaccine effectiveness 
concerns” (Bailey & McCaw-Binns, 2022, 
p.462).
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COVID-19 is a relatively new issue and 
research in that area is ongoing. While it is 
in an embryonic stage, there is a steadily 
growing body of work on COVID-19 and 
its impacts on Jamaica (Amour, Robinson, 
& Govia, 2020; Ricketts, 2020; Byron et 
al., 2021; Vasciannie, 2021; Thame, 2021; 
Blackman, 2021; James et al., 2021). There 
is a dearth of studies on two broad areas: 
(1) the factors that shape the attitudes of 
Jamaicans towards COVID-19 vaccines and 
(2) vaccine hesitancy in Jamaica (Bourne, 
2022; Bailey & McCaw-Binns, 2022). Not-
withstanding the gaps in research, evidence-
based research will be important for SIDS to 
utilize to inform the design of appropriate 
responses and management strategies. The 
hope is that this will allow them to deal 
with the spread of diseases, with the aim of 
directing services to assist the most vulner-
able groups.

This present study contributes to the 
literature on COVID-19 and the vulnerabil-
ity of SIDS in the international system. It is 
also a well-timed intervention in the limited 
literature, to date, in Caribbean International 
Relations and Political Science concerning 
the management of health crises and the de-
velopment of sustainable healthcare systems. 
The study aims to build on existing research 
on COVID-19 to enhance our understand-
ing of SIDS as actors in a tightly constrained 
environment. 

BACKGROUND: VACCINES

Vaccines are regarded as one of the most 
cost-effective public health interventions that 

can be used to lower the rates of disease and 
mortality (Majid & Ahmad, 2020, p.1762). 
Worryingly, “the coronavirus disease 2019 
(COVID-19) pandemic infected more than 
158 million people and caused more than 3.2 
million deaths worldwide as of May 11, 2021” 
(Liang et al., 2021, p. 1). Jamaica has a legacy 
of eradicating diseases through vaccines, yet 
there is some ambivalence among sections of 
its population concerning the acceptance of 
those for COVID-19.

To set the tone for this article, it is impor-
tant to understand Jamaica’s history of vacci-
nation, which the researcher argues occurred 
in four phases. Between 1800 and 1940, life 
expectancy at birth in Jamaica stood at 38 
years (Riley, 2005). Vaccination-preventable 
diseases like pneumonia, and measles, were 
the leading causes of death in the country at 
that time (Preston, 1980). During the 1950s, 
there were outbreaks of polio and measles 
which vaccinations were used to control 
(Ashley & Bernal, 1985). The life expectancy 
of the population also grew to around 53 
years at that time (Caldwell, 2007). Jamaica 
continued to record stellar achievements with 
its rolling out of vaccines and by the second 
phase, 1970-1980, a school immunization 
programme was in full effect (Bronte-Tinkew 
& Dejong, 2005). A national polio vaccina-
tion campaign also targeted individuals under 
30 years old. The Expanded Programme on 
Immunization (EPI) was established in Jamai-
ca in September 1977 and through its efforts, 
many young Jamaicans have been afforded 
the opportunity to enjoy their childhood 
without the threat of preventable diseases 
(WHO, 1992).
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In the fourth phase of Jamaica’s vacci-
nation programme: 1990 to 2000, average 
immunization coverage increased to 89 % 
for Jamaican children under 2 years old 
(WHO, 2009). With successful immuni-
zation programmes, Jamaica’s last recorded 
cases of polio, diphtheria, and new-born 
tetanus were in 1982, 1995, and 2001 
respectively (Jamaica Information Service 
(JIS), 2012).

In Jamaica’s pandemic phase, as Bailey 
and McCaw- Binns (2022) write, “The goal 
of vaccinating at least 65% of the population 
by 31st March 2022 has not been met with 
under 25% of the population fully vaccinated 
at 31st March 2022” (p.461; See also Ministry 
of Health & Wellness Jamaica, 2022). The 
discussion concerning the attitudes towards 
COVID-19 vaccines among Jamaicans and 
Jamaica’s ability to respond to the pandemic 
must be situated in two contexts. Firstly, some 
major illnesses prevalent among Jamaicans are 
diabetes, heart disease, sickle cell, HIV, and 
cancer (Alleyne et al., 1989), which place an 
existing strain on hospital resources. Secondly, 
successive International Monetary Fund loan 
conditionalities have crippled the country’s 
fragile public health care sector. This problem 
has also resulted in chronic problems regarding 
doctor-to-patient ratios, shortages of hospital 
beds, inadequate equipment, and the worry-
ing trend of the haemorrhaging of healthcare 
professionals who seek better opportunities 
in more advanced countries (Edwards et al., 
2021; Wint, 2002). 

In the first week of November 2021, Ja-
maica’s Minister of Health and Wellness, Dr. 
Christopher Tufton, announced that “one 

million COVID-19 vaccine doses were ad-
ministered” in the country (JIS, 2021). Cur-
rently, Jamaica has one of the lowest rates of 
fully vaccinated individuals in the Anglophone 
Caribbean (Dunkley-Willis,2022). Addition-
ally, in June 2022, Jamaica reported some “301 
new infections on average each day, 21% of 
the peak — the highest daily average reported 
on January 15” (Reuters, 2022). Secondly, 
“there have been 138,110 infections and 3,068 
coronavirus-related deaths reported in the 
country since the pandemic began” (Reuters, 
2022). This growing number of infections 
and COVID-19 deaths has been troubling for 
citizens, public and private health care provid-
ers, and officials at the country’s Ministry of 
Health and Wellness. Consequently, Jamaica 
has utilized a plethora of strategies to deal with 
COVID-19.

Some of the measures used by Jamaica 
to tackle the spread of COVID-19 include 
interventions such as public sensitization cam-
paigns, making vaccines available at fixed and 
mobile facilities across the country, appoint-
ing vaccination ambassadors, and incentiviz-
ing Jamaican citizens aged 60 years and older 
who have been fully vaccinated through a 
grant of JA$10,000. There are still challenges 
associated with widening vaccination uptake. 
There is also the contending view that Jamai-
ca’s vaccination strategy, and by extension its 
COVID-19 responses, have not fulfilled their 
desired outcomes because, to date, under 26% 
of Jamaicans out of a population of roughly 
3 million people are fully vaccinated (JIS, 
2022). The Health Belief Model will be used 
to explain Jamaica’s low rate of COVID-19 
vaccination.
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Theoretical framework: Health Belief Model

There are multiple theories and models that 
have been devised to explain, describe, and 
predict an individual’s actions with a view to 
understanding their attitudes and behaviours 
towards health. This study investigating the 
attitudes of Jamaicans to COVID-19 vac-
cines is anchored by the Health Belief Model. 
Health behaviour is influenced by personal 
beliefs regarding disease and the strategies that 
exist to lower its manifestation or occurrence 
(Hochbaum, 1958). The Health Belief Model 
assumes that there are complex factors that 
shape people’s actions, including their percep-
tion of susceptibility and perception of sever-
ity. Based on the foregoing observations, this 
model is useful in exploring the perceptions of 
Jamaicans towards COVID-19 vaccines which 
in turn influence their hesitance or willingness 
to become vaccinated.  It can also be used to 
shed light on Jamaica’s low rate of COVID-19 
vaccination uptake and is useful to understand 
public risk perception considering the growing 
number of COVID-19-related deaths both 
worldwide (Bavel et al., 2020) and specifically 
in Jamaica (Kim et al., 2021). 

According to Tao et al. (2021) “The health 
belief model included five dimensions that 
might influence individuals’ health behaviours, 
namely perceptions of susceptibility, severity, 
barriers, benefits, and cues to action” (p.2378). 
Dryhurst et al. (2020) reinforce the point that 
varying contextual and personal factors such 
as one’s experience with COVID-19, learn-
ing about it from different networks (friends 
and family), trust in science and government, 
and one’s awareness of government strategy 

are among the factors that contribute to risk 
perception. 

In keeping with the Health Belief Model, 
the attitudes of Jamaicans towards COVID-19 
vaccines are informed by people’s environmen-
tal experiences and contextual factors like age 
and gender which influence their COVID-19 
vaccination intentions. 

LITERATURE REVIEW: ATTITUDES  

TOWARD COVID 19 VACCINES  

On March 10, 2020, Jamaica reported its 
first case of COVID-19 (Amour, Robinson, 
& Govia, 2020). The victim was identified as 
a Jamaican female who travelled to the coun-
try from the United Kingdom. Interestingly, 
within the next twenty-four hours of this 
occurrence, on March 11, the World Health 
Organization (WHO) moved to declare CO-
VID-19 as a pandemic (Ricketts, 2020). 
Jamaica, like its Caribbean counterparts, 
was not spared from the torrents unleashed 
by COVID-19. Subsequently, “in the weeks 
preceding the [WHO’s] declaration, multiple 
countries proactively implemented various 
levels of mass physical distancing combined 
with other measures to interrupt COVID-19 
transmission” (Lane et al., 2021, p.2). 

Jamaica’s first recorded case of COV-
ID-19 later set in motion several responses 
such as lockdowns, stay-at-home-orders, re-
mote working, mask-wearing, shuttering of 
schools, and surveillance, which resulted in 
increased levels of anxiety and fear that Ja-
maicans had not anticipated. For developing 
countries with existing economic and devel-
opmental challenges such as poverty, crime, 
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unemployment, and declining revenue streams 
from sectors like entertainment and tourism, 
COVID-19 has unleashed issues over the last 
two years that have exacerbated their struggle 
to stay afloat. It has also harmed some of the 
poorest individuals in society.

In their study of marginalized indigenous 
communities, Goha et al. (2021) offer a star-
tling revelation that “the COVID-19 pandem-
ic is a reminder or wake-up call of how a more 
equitable distribution of money, power, and 
resources at global, national and local levels 
benefits all” (p.207). SIDS, by virtue of how 
they are incorporated into the international 
system, are bound to face serious consequences 
from the processes of globalization (Lowitt et 
al., 2015; Briguglio et al., 2021). The influ-
ence of powerful countries, like the USA, also 
continues to compromise the sovereignty of 
small islands in the Caribbean.

COVID-19 has not only altered the 
course of life for Caribbean people. It has pro-
duced “unprecedented effects on the livelihood 
and health of people across the globe” (Stubbs 
et al., 2021, p.1). Presently, the coronavirus is 
a major threat to global public health (Marfe, 
Perna & Shukla, 2021). Worldwide, efforts 
to control the spread of SARS-CoV-2 have 
achieved varying degrees of success (Mallard, 
et al. 2021). Understandably, “responses to the 
pandemic have varied not only from country 
to country, but within countries and their 
constituent subpopulations – geographically, 
socially and ethnically” (James et al., 2021, 
p.2). In countries like India, which experi-
enced a spike in COVID-19 cases in 2021, 
hospital services have been burdened and there 
has been a shortage of medical oxygen supplies 

(Bernal et al., 2021). Jamaica has experienced 
a similar fate. This is amplified by the reality 
of having large numbers of people contracting 
the coronavirus and the economic limitations 
stemming from the position that the country 
occupies in the international arena.

Countries have experimented with vari-
ous strategies to manage the spread of CO-
VID-19. Several factors compound the task 
of managing COVID-19 patients in develop-
ing countries such as weak infrastructure, the 
uneven rate of doctors to patients, scarcity 
of intensive care unit beds and ventilators, 
limited health care budgets, little personal 
protective equipment, and the absence of local 
manufacturing capacity to create vital medical 
supplies and medications (Mezue et al., 2020; 
Miller et al., 2020). By extension, COVID-19 
has other serious implications on sectors like 
education. Giannini (2020) asserts that school 
closures paired with confinement had the most 
daunting impact on existing marginalized and 
vulnerable groups like girls, students with dis-
abilities, and those living in poverty.

Multiple factors shape the attitudes of 
individuals in various countries towards the 
COVID-19 vaccines. These factors can be 
collapsed into five broad categories: socio-
economic, political, environmental, cultural, 
and religious. Historically, the debate con-
cerning the potential side-effects of vaccina-
tions has received a high level of attention. 
Legal regulations warrant full disclosure of 
potential side effects of pharmaceutical drugs 
and vaccinations and, in their study of 2133 
Egyptian medical students, Saied et al. (2021) 
found that most of the studied participants 
relayed concerns about the negative effects 
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and ineffectiveness of the vaccines. Some 73% 
of participants in that study also voiced their 
concerns about the limited information avail-
able on the COVID-19 vaccine. Based on the 
analysis of the Twitter posts of citizens in India, 
Sv, Tandon, & Hinduja (2021) found that 
some of the most prominent negative attitudes 
of Indians towards the COVID-19 vaccine are 
fear of death, long-term implications, and the 
possible risk of taking the vaccine.

The internet has allowed information to 
be disseminated and shared across the globe 
at blazing speeds. Information about vaccines 
and individual experiences with vaccines is 
widely circulated (Banerjee & Meena, 2021). 
Social media posts and videos showcasing sto-
ries about people developing major illnesses in 
the post-vaccine administration period have 
fuelled vaccine hesitancy which can potentially 
lead to low vaccination rates (Kim et al., 2021). 
Allington et al. (2021) found that high depen-
dence on social media for information and low 
perception of the risk from COVID-19, cou-
pled with low trust in government, scientists, 
and doctors were among the factors linked to 
COVID-19 vaccine hesitancy in the UK.

Personal convictions are important in 
informing decisions and shaping people’s at-
titudes towards COVID-19 vaccines. In their 
study of the willingness of health care workers 
to take the COVID-19 vaccination, Kumar et 
al. (2021) uncovered wide-ranging justifica-
tions for vaccine hesitance, including vaccine 
safety concerns, anti-vaccination persuasions, 
personal choice, and waiting until others took 
the vaccine. Religious belief and various forms 
of religiosity can shape people’s attitudes to-
ward their health and COVID-19 vaccines 

specifically (Aziz, Niazi, & Ghani 2022; Ng 
et al., 2022; Salam, 2021). Corcoran, Scheitle, 
and DiGregorio (2021) identify Christian 
nationalism as one of the leading predictors 
of COVID-19 vaccine hesitancy. Tackling 
misinformation about COVID-19 vaccines, 
insufficient knowledge regarding the efficacy 
of COVID-19 vaccines, and unease about the 
safety of same are fundamental ingredients in 
improving people’s attitudes about their role 
in ending the pandemic. 

Many Jamaicans are sceptical of the CO-
VID-19 vaccine and have delayed becoming 
vaccinated. Dr. Christopher Tufton, Jamaica’s 
Minister of Health and Wellness, underscores 
the point that “health promotion and com-
munications machinery will be increased to 
further promote trust towards the vaccine, 
eliminate myths and misinformation, supply 
truthful and accurate information about vac-
cination and gain public trust in the vaccina-
tion strategies to be employed.” (qtd in Linton, 
2021). Bailey and McCaw-Binns (2022) have 
found that among the most common reasons 
among Jamaicans for delaying the COVID-19 
vaccine is their conviction that it does not avert 
virus transmission and conspiracy theories cir-
culated on social media. Additionally, it may 
appear that “the local trusted scientific com-
munity has not been effective in educating the 
population about the nature of a Coronavirus, 
the dynamic nature of the pandemic and the 
corresponding changes in what is known and 
applied” (Bailey and McCaw -Binns, 2022, 
p.461).

Scholars and the medical community 
are divided about whether COVID-19 vac-
cines are useful in reducing the spread of the 
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coronavirus and lowering the morbidity and 
mortality rates among a country’s population 
(Roberts et al., 2022; Mallow et al., 2022; 
Mehrotra et al., 2021). The safety, side ef-
fects, and the time that it took to develop the 
COVID19 vaccines have been at the centre 
of heated discussions. Paltiel (2021) observes 
the following: 

“From the earliest stages of the coronavirus disease 
2019 (COVID-19) pandemic, the development of safe 
and effective vaccines against severe acute respiratory 
syndrome coronavirus-2 (SARS-CoV-2), the viral cause 
of COVID-19, has been widely considered an essential 
component of any strategy to control the virus, the di-
sease, and its effects. Since the publication of the SARS-
CoV-2 viral sequence on January 10, 2020, an unprece-
dented global collaboration among governments, vaccine 
manufacturers, and researchers have been mounted to 
develop COVID-19 vaccines” (p.42).

Gallagher et al. (2021) provide a compelling 
case that vaccines continue to be the most 
“promising solution” to slowing the spread of 
the coronavirus. Henry et al. (2021) conclude 
that “the currently available COVID-19 vac-
cines appear to be very effective in preventing 
severe complications and deaths from COV-
ID-19 in adults of all ages” (p.151). Evans and 
Jewell (2021) contend that “vaccine effective-
ness after one dose was lower by approximately 
12 to 19 percentage points against the delta 
variant than against the alpha variant” (p.650).

In their study carried out among Ameri-
cans, Kreps et al. (2021) revealed that the 
brand or vaccine manufacturer did not influ-
ence the public’s inclination to take any spe-
cific COVID-19 vaccine. On the contrary, in 
the context of the United Arab Emirates, Sad-
dik et al. (2022) found that vaccine acceptance 

was higher for Pfizer (35%) and AstraZeneca 
(21%) vaccines among health-care workers.

The elderly and people with comorbidi-
ties are more susceptible to being infected with 
COVID-19 (Lipsitch & Dean, 2021). Liang, 
et al. (2021) have found that COVID-19 vac-
cinations are linked with reduced fatality rates. 
Using data from Israel’s largest health care 
organization, Dagan et al. (2021) conclude 
that with respect to the BNT162b2 mRNA 
vaccine, there is an “estimated effectiveness 
in preventing death from Covid-19 [of ] 72% 
(95% CI, 19 to 100) for days 14 through 20 
after the first dose” (p.1412).

There are complex factors like age, sex, re-
siding alone, and ethnicity that shape people’s 
attitudes to COVID-19 vaccines (Kadambari 
& Vanderslott, 2021; Okubo et al.,2021). It 
has been argued that low levels of public trust 
produce high vaccine hesitancy. Schernham-
mer et al. (2022) believe that the “strong cor-
relation between distrust in the vaccine and 
distrust in authorities suggests a common 
cause of disengagement from public discourse” 
(p.161).

Jamaica has been experiencing many 
problems on its political landscape. Recently, 
there has been a significant decline in voter 
turnout (Charles, 2021). With a shrinking 
economy and high rates of corruption, many 
Jamaicans feel that their government is not 
responsive to their needs (McCalpin, 2011). 
The distrust for government and negative at-
titudes toward leadership are pervasive features 
of the political culture in Latin America and 
the Caribbean (Levitt, 2015).  The discussion 
on vaccination uptake should be sensitive to 
such realities due to the association with low 



1 9 4

O P E R A ,  I S S N :  1 6 5 7 - 8 6 5 1 ,  E - I S S N :  2 3 4 6 - 2 1 5 9 ,  N °  3 2 ,  e n e r o – j u n i o  d e  2 0 2 3 ,  p p .  1 8 5 - 2 0 7

A i e k a  Ya s h e v a  S m i t h

COVID-19 vaccination rates. Corresponding-
ly, findings from CAPRI (2022) indicated that 
there is a high level of distrust for the Jamaican 
government – “this lack of trust is evident with 
regard to the COVID-19 vaccine as nearly 80 
percent of those who did not take it indicated 
that they lacked trust in their government, 
compared to 36 percent of people who do trust 
the Government.” Distrust of public health 
bodies also shapes people’s attitudes toward 
COVID-19 vaccines (Kadambari & Vander-
slott, 2021). Okubo et al. (2021) highlighted 
that the most common reason for not getting 
vaccinated in Japan was linked to the adverse 
reactions produced by COVID-19 vaccines. 

There are certain categories of individu-
als who have expressed some hesitance toward 
taking the COVID-19 vaccine. Wang et al. 
(2021) reported that based on their preg-
nancy status, some people were not inclined 
to receive the COVID-19 vaccine. With 
respect to minorities, McElfish et al. (2021) 
found that COVID-19 vaccine hesitancy was 
higher among racial and ethnic minorities in 
the Marshallese Pacific Islands. In the USA, 
Willis et al. (2022) found that the “odds of 
COVID-19 vaccine hesitancy were 1.70 times 
greater for Black adults who experienced the 
death of a close friend/family member due to 
COVID-19 and 2.61 times greater for indi-
viduals reporting discrimination with police 
or in the courts” (p.1).

The COVID-19 pandemic has turned 
the spotlight on a lingering debate regarding 
vaccination hesitancy (Coustasse, Kimble, 
& Maxik, 2021). It has been reported in the 
literature that there are several factors that 
shape people’s attitudes towards COVID-19 

vaccines. These factors include low levels of 
trust in government, concerns regarding the 
efficacy and potential side effects of the vac-
cine, personal choice, and one’s religious be-
liefs. These factors can potentially undermine a 
country’s ability to effectively tackle the spread 
of the coronavirus. The next section reports on 
the study’s methodology.

METHODS

The media is an agent of socialization that 
shapes people’s opinions of various issues. It 
also influences “public and policy-makers per-
ceptions of public health issues and their solu-
tions” (Buckton et al., 2018, p.1). Newspapers 
are among the main channels through which 
people learn about COVID-19 in Jamaica.

Content analysis of newspapers specifi-
cally covering COVID-19 vaccinations forms 
the empirical basis for this study. A content 
analysis of Jamaican newspapers was selected 
as newspapers provide invaluable sources of 
information on a range of issues and there has 
been wide coverage of COVID-19 in Jamaica’s 
leading media houses. It was also interesting 
to see how COVID-19-related issues were 
framed in newspapers during a time of grow-
ing uncertainty in Jamaica.

The sample in this study consisted of 
N=200 articles (columns, editorials, and news 
stories) published in the online editions of 
the Jamaica Gleaner (n=113) and the Jamaica 
Observer (n=87). These newspapers were se-
lected because they are Jamaica’s leading and 
oldest daily newspapers. They also have a large 
readership and frequently report stories on the 
topic of COVID-19. The print editions of the 
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Jamaica Gleaner and Jamaica Observer were 
founded in 1834 and 1993 respectively. The 
articles selected for analysis were published 
between March 10, 2020, and February 20, 
2022. 

PROCEDURES

The Jamaica Gleaner and Jamaica Observer 
online archives were searched with the terms 
“COVID-19”, “COVID-19 vaccines” and 
“COVID-19 vaccine hesitancy”.  After filter-
ing, articles were retrieved and selected for 
analysis. They were meticulously examined 
and read to identify and code the emerging 
themes guided by the scientific literature on 
global health, SIDS, and COVID-19.

Keyword searches of “COVID-19”, 
“COVID-19 vaccines” and “COVID-19 vac-
cine hesitancy” generated 23,292 articles in 
the Jamaica Gleaner newspaper of which 113 
met the study’s inclusion criteria. With respect 
to the Jamaica Observer newspaper, there 
were 29,569 articles and 87 were selected for 
analysis.1 Having retrieved many articles from 
the initial search, some were excluded because 
they did not primarily focus on COVID-19, 
COVID-19 vaccines, and COVID19 vaccine 
hesitancy in the Jamaica context (See Table 1 
below).

The sample (N=200) was divided and 
read in batches of 25 to develop a coding 
frame. This allowed the researcher to re-
cord potential thematic categories that were 

1	 The total number of newspaper articles analysed in 
this study was 200 (N=200). The breakdown is as follows: 
The Jamaica Observer (n=87) and the Jamaica Gleaner 
(n=113).

applicable to the study as they emerged. The 
thematic categories that were collected were 
grouped into four broad categories: How is 
COVID-19 described in Jamaica? What effects 
has COVID-19 produced in Jamaica?2 What 
factors are associated with vaccine hesitancy? 
Are there specific characteristics among Jamai-
cans who are vaccine-hesitant? 

Results
Overview of Sample
This section reports the data generated by 

the Jamaica Gleaner (n=113) and the Jamaica 
Observer (n=87). Some characteristics and 
frequencies of reports from the sample are pre-
sented in Table 2 below. The diverse attitudes 
that Jamaicans have towards COVID-19 vac-
cines suggest the need to better organize and 
coordinate COVID-19 responses to address 
the concerns of the unvaccinated.

The nine themes below emerged from the 
newspapers analysed in this study:

Themes

Theme 1: Ongoing Health Concerns 

Few articles with the theme ‘ongoing health 
challenges’ were reported in either the Jamaica 
Gleaner (6.1%) or the Jamaica Observer (5.7 
%). The most frequently mentioned health 
challenge was “cardiac complications”. A 
male cardiologist explained that “one of the 
issues that has raised public concern is the risk 

2	 Although these two questions may not appear to 
be directly connected to the topic under inquiry, they 
provide insight into the issues being investigated and 
strengthen the analysis.
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of myocarditis after vaccination.” (Jamaica Ob-
server, 20.2.2022).

Theme 2: Distrust of Government and Health 

Authorities

Reports that mentioned distrust of govern-
ment in the Jamaica Observer (27.6 %) ex-
ceeded those in the Jamaica Gleaner (14.2 %). 
The Jamaica Gleaner (28.12.2021) reported 
that “Jamaicans are deeply distrustful of the Gov-
ernment’s COVID-19 vaccination campaign, a 
viewpoint that has contributed to vaccine hesi-
tancy.” A comment made by a businessman and 
former civil society leader embodies some of 
the major problems associated with the distrust 

for government, “Distrust is viewed as the main 
reason for recurring low voter turnout at the polls, 
and the vaccine hesitancy to fight the pandemic. 
The end product from this bitter divorce between 
the people and politics is that the nation agrees on 
nothing when consensus is widely needed” (The 
Jamaica Gleaner, 2.01.2022).

Some articles contained discussions about 
the poor management of Jamaica’s vaccination 
response. A priest opined, “The question of po-
litical leadership and governance will also have to 
be re-examined. What COVID-19 has revealed 
in almost every country, is a lack of accountability 
and transparency in the management of infectious 
diseases” (Jamaica Gleaner, 9.02.2022). With 
reference to leadership, a political ombudsman 

TABLE 1. DESCRIPTION OF INITIAL ARTICLES GATHERED FROM NEWSPAPERS IN THIS STUDY

Newspaper
COVID-19 

articles
COVID-19 vaccines

articles

COVID-19 vaccine 
hesitancy

articles
Total

The Jamaica Gleaner 500 22,000 792 23,292

The Jamaica Observer 22,324 4,000 245 26,569

Note. Source: Fieldwork (2022).

TABLE 2. ATTITUDES TO COVID-19 VACCINES AS REPORTED IN THE JAMAICA  
GLEANER (N=113) AND JAMAICA OBSERVER (N=87) NEWSPAPERS

Frequency of themes reported in newspapers
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The Jamaica Gleaner 7 
(6.1%)

16 
(14.2%)

30 
(26.5%)

15 
(13.3%)

7 
(6.2%)

4 
(3.5 %)

6 
(5.3%)

14 
(12.4 %)

14 
(12.4%)

The Jamaica 
Observer

5 
(5.7%)

24 
(27.6%)

15 
(17.2%)

14 
(16.1%)

9 
(10.3%) 

0 
(0%)

7 
(8%)

9 
(10.3%)

4 
(4.6%)

Note. Source: Fieldwork (2022)
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expressed that “Jamaicans deserve a strong sys-
tem of governance and national leaders who are 
inspired to work together...” (Jamaica Observer, 
14.10.2021). A glaring narrative that testified 
to the declining levels of support for the Jamai-
can government was echoed by a female inter-
national singer/songwriter who said, “It seems 
they have discarded, like filthy rags, the voices 
of the majority, while the minority-supported 
autocracy doubles down on their errors, even as 
the little support they previously enjoyed wanes. 
This attitude only serves to lend credence to all 
the conspiracies circulating as to their motives” 
(Jamaica Observer, 14.01.2022).

Theme 3: Vaccine Safety Concerns

There were reports dealing with vaccine safety 
as a factor that shaped the decision to delay 
the COVID-19 vaccine in both the Jamaica 
Gleaner (n=30) and the Jamaica Observer 
(n=15). A Jamaica Gleaner (13.01.2021) 
report noted, “Some Jamaicans have expressed 
concern about getting vaccinated now that  
COVID-19 vaccines are available in the United 
States and other countries and are expected to 
reach our shores by April. While more COVID-19 
vaccines are being developed as quickly as possible, 
routine processes and procedures remain in place 
to ensure the safety of any vaccine that is autho-
rised or approved for use. Safety is a top priority, 
and there are many reasons to get vaccinated”.

Theme 4: Personal Choice

Personal choice plays an important role in the 
lives of many Jamaicans who have decided not 
to take the COVID-19 vaccine. In relation to 

taking the COVID-19 vaccine, a male leader 
in the Adventist church reported, “The tak-
ing of vaccine is a personal decision and persons 
have a right to exercise their conscience, and 
hence no one who refuses to take the COVID-19 
vaccine or opposes it will be sanctioned by the 
church” (Jamaica Gleaner, 13.09.2021).  A 
female reggae singer said, “Even if the vac-
cine worked, I would be against it because it’s 
a personal decision for me” (Jamaica Observer, 
7.02.2022). A male taxi-driver emphatically 
stated, “I would rather dead [sic. die] than take 
any COVID-19 vaccine... If me have the choice 
between taking the vaccine or taking the death, 
me ago [sic. I will] take the death” (Jamaica 
Observer,14.08.2021).

Theme 5: Insufficient knowledge regarding the 

efficacy of the vaccine

Many Jamaicans lack sufficient knowledge of 
the COVID-19 vaccines. The Jamaica Gleaner 
covered 14 stories (n=14) while the Observer 
covered just over half of that number (n=9) on 
the same topic. An Opposition Spokesman for 
Health described the situation in the follow-
ing way, “Some persons want more information; 
they want an honest discussion so they can inform 
themselves whether they should take it or not. 
Government has not given the citizens the op-
portunity to have that discussion so the pros and 
cons of vaccination can be ventilated” (Jamaica 
Gleaner, 14.02.2022). He also emphasized 
that a shift was required in Jamaica’s vaccina-
tion campaign: “So we need a new message, 
we need new ambassadors, youth ambassadors, 
professional ambassadors” (Jamaica Gleaner, 
14.02.2022).
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Theme 6: Perception of the Pandemic

Jamaicans have characterised the pandemic 
in a plethora of ways. They also hold varying 
views about its impact on their lives. A sober-
ing view of the pandemic was offered by a 
Priest who explains: “I believe the pandemic has 
given the world an opportunity to pause, breathe, 
and re-examine many things to which we have 
become accustomed, and which were not neces-
sarily serving us well. For one thing, there has to 
be a reassessment in every country of the health 
infrastructure and equity in the distribution of 
health benefits to the wider society. The virus has 
revealed the ramshackle nature of much of the 
world’s health infrastructure. Even in developed 
countries this inadequacy was clearly evident” 
(Jamaica Observer, 9.02.2022). Additionally, 
a male obstetrician and gynaecologist (OB-
GYN) was quoted as saying, “So it has become 
painfully obvious that surviving this pandemic 
will involve more than being stuck with a needle 
and avoiding other humans” (Jamaica Gleaner, 
16.11.2021).

Theme 7: Religious Beliefs

There were few articles that mentioned reli-
gious beliefs as a factor that has shaped the at-
titudes of Jamaicans towards the COVID-19 
vaccines. There were no reports in the Jamaica 
Observer and four in the Jamaica Gleaner.

A Jamaica Gleaner (13.04.2020) editorial 
reported that “believers think they can do what-
ever they want, once it is pleasing to their God 
and they believe they are protected.” Addition-
ally, a male OBGYN, highlighted that “The 
inconvenient truth is that during this pandemic, 

many who claimed to be covered with the blood 
of Jesus are now covered with six feet of dirt and 
a concrete slab after contracting COVID-19. The 
virus is no respecter of age, gender, ethnicity, or 
religious belief” (Jamaica Gleaner,11.05.2020).

Theme 8: Vaccine Manufacturer Country 

Preference

Some reports mentioned a greater preference 
for vaccines manufactured in certain locations 
as a factor that influences the attitudes of Ja-
maicans towards COVID-19 vaccines. The 
Jamaica Observer (n=7) had more reports on 
this subject than the Jamaica Gleaner (n=6). 
A scientist in her letter to the editor in the Ja-
maica Observer (14.12.2021), lamented that 
“I have not yet been inoculated… I, along with 
a group of my colleagues and close acquaintances, 
decided that the Sinopharm vaccine would be our 
vaccine of choice.” The Prime Minister of Jamai-
ca in the Jamaica Gleaner (20.09.2021) urged 
Jamaicans to take any vaccine available. He 
reiterated that “at the beginning of the country’s 
vaccination drive, only the AstraZeneca vaccines 
were available. However, since the introduction 
of the Pfizer and Johnson and Johnson vaccines, 
several persons have indicated a preference for 
Pfizer and are refusing to be inoculated with 
anything else” (Jamaica Gleaner, 20.09.2021).

Theme 9: Side Effects of COVID-19 Vaccines

The Jamaica Gleaner (n=14) carried more sto-
ries than the Jamaica Observer (n=4) regarding 
the side effects of COVID-19 as a disincentive 
to becoming vaccinated. Some side-effects of 
the vaccination affecting women which were 
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reported in the Jamaica Gleaner (28.09.2021) 
include “disruption of their menstrual cycles” 
and “menopausal women experiencing vaginal 
bleeding after getting the jab”. A male hospital 
administrator said that he didn’t trust the vac-
cine and would not take it for fear of undesir-
able side effects (Jamaica Gleaner,14.12.2020). 
His views are typical.  Also pointing to the side 
effects of the COVID-19 vaccine, a female 
nurse indicated that “I can’t just take it like that. 
I would have to know the effects it will take on 
my body. I am not sure if I will take it” (Jamaica 
Gleaner, 14.12.2020).

DISCUSSION

This study examined reports (N=200) from 
the Jamaica Observer (n=87) and the Jamaica 
Gleaner (n=113) newspapers to comprehend 
the factors that shape the attitudes of Jamai-
cans towards COVID-19 vaccines. Under-
standing these attitudes cannot take place 
in isolation from factors at the personal and 
societal levels like culture. 

The analysis identified vaccine safety con-
cerns, distrust for the Jamaican government, 
and insufficient knowledge about COVID-19 
vaccines as the leading factors that shape the 
attitudes of Jamaicans towards becoming 
vaccinated. Distrust for the government was 
frequently mentioned in relation to the percep-
tion of the Jamaican government’s poor leader-
ship in response to the pandemic, corruption, 
and a seeming politicization of the vaccination 
campaign. These findings are consistent with 
the previous findings of Charles (2021), Mc-
Calpin (2011), and research done by CAPRI 
(2022) which points to the declining levels of 

trust in the government. Such findings are also 
similar to those in Western countries, reported 
earlier in the literature (Allington et al.,2021; 
Schernhammer et al., 2022; Kadambari & 
Vanderslott, 2021). This study suggests that 
vaccination is only one element in the recipe to 
limit the spread of diseases, and a sense of trust 
between citizens and the government will be 
a key part of the rebuilding process. Secondly, 
people must have greater access to resources 
and information to enable them to lead more 
productive lives and make informed decisions.

There were numerous stories (n=45) that 
highlighted COVID-19 vaccination concerns. 
The concerns related to the safety of such vac-
cines are understandable given the time that 
these vaccines were developed and the limited 
knowledge that Jamaicans have of their effi-
cacy. The side-effects of the COVID-19 vac-
cines were linked to COVID-19 vaccination 
hesitancy in this study. This finding parallels 
Okubu’s (2021) work on Japanese, and Saied et 
al. (2021) on Egyptian medical students. These 
findings are also in keeping with the Heath 
Behaviour model which emphasizes the role 
of risk, susceptibility, and severity.

Some reports (n=29) mentioned personal 
choice as a factor that shapes the attitudes 
of Jamaicans towards COVID-19 vaccines. 
In Jamaican society, there is a gap in the in-
formation circulated about the benefits of 
COVID-19 vaccines and calls to improve 
vaccine uptake. This study makes the case for 
increased sensitization of people towards the 
protection that vaccinations offer. The failure 
to develop a more transparent COVID-19 
vaccination response in Jamaica has generated 
much anxiety and fear among citizens which 
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nourishes vaccination hesitance. These find-
ings corroborate research done by Bailey and 
McCaw-Binns (2022).

Broadly, the spread of COVID-19 rein-
forces the inequities perpetuated by colonial-
ism and therefore, this study has relevance for 
SIDS in a wider context. COVID-19 has ex-
posed Jamaica to a range of issues that have had 
a domino effect on its economy and society in 
general. The narrow resource base, economies 
of scale, and limited financial resources have 
had a significant impact on the way health 
care is accessed and delivered. These factors 
have undermined Jamaica’s performance at 
the domestic and international levels. The pan-
demic has also placed burdens on marginalised 
groups like women, the poor, and the elderly. 
Some of the issues associated with vaccine 
hesitancy in Jamaica can shed light on other 
Caribbean states given the point that similar 
institutions (e.g., the media, schools, churches, 
and family), combined with concerns (inef-
fectiveness of the vaccines, fears of side-effects, 
distrust of government, and underlying health 
issues), inform people’s perception of the CO-
VID-19 vaccines. In these contexts, the Health 
Belief Model aptly explains people’s attitudes 
towards COVID-19 vaccine uptake.

The success of strategies to improve vac-
cination uptake undeniably depend on con-
tinuous cooperation between citizens and the 
Jamaican government to build trust among 
all stakeholders. 

To boost vaccination uptake there are 
steps that can be taken such as having home-
delivered vaccines, workplace vaccination sites, 
and drawing on vaccination ambassadors. 
There is also the need to strengthen online 

media campaigns given the breadth and scope 
of social media platforms.

The study finds that there are several fac-
tors that shape the attitudes of Jamaicans to-
wards COVID-19 vaccines. These include the 
potential side effects of COVID-19 vaccines, 
personal choice, perception of the pandemic, 
insufficient knowledge regarding the efficacy 
of the vaccines, religious beliefs, and distrust 
of both the Jamaican government and health 
authorities. Based on such findings, there ex-
ists a critical need to improve the COVID-19 
vaccination uptake among Jamaicans. Under-
standing the specificities concerning vaccine 
hesitancy will allow the Jamaican government 
and healthcare providers to better organise 
public sensitisation campaigns to address the 
concerns of the unvaccinated in Jamaica.

LIMITATIONS

While there are some shortcomings of media 
content analysis, the enhanced understand-
ing offered by this study may help to inform 
efforts to better manage the pandemic which 
can improve the citizen’s understanding of 
the potential of being vaccinated. The study 
of vaccination hesitancy reported in newspa-
pers has contributed to the broad literature on 
COVID-19 and the vulnerability of islands in 
the international system by showing that the 
causes of COVID-19 vaccine hesitancy (de-
spite some content-specific factors like culture) 
may be similar to vaccine hesitancy in other 
jurisdictions that were reported in the scien-
tific literature. Other limitations of the study 
include the point that newspaper reports are 
sometimes biased and incomplete. In terms 
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of the direction for future research, research-
ers looking at the factors that shape attitudes 
toward COVID-19 vaccines in newspaper 
reports should aim to triangulate such reports 
with in-depth interviews or focus groups to 
provide a deeper understanding of delays in 
becoming vaccinated. Secondly, a comparative 
assessment of vaccine hesitancy in countries 
like Haiti and Jamaica, which have high rates 
of COVID-19 vaccine hesitancy, a lack of 
confidence in some vaccines, and high levels 
of voter apathy, can be considered.

CONCLUSION

The human body is a contested space. While 
people have the right to make sovereign deci-
sions, their exposure to greater levels of in-
formation can equip them to take a course of 
action that may lead to better outcomes at the 
community and national levels.

Low COVID-19 vaccination rates have 
reinforced concerns about having informed 
citizens and managing state resources (albeit 
limited) to respond to their needs. Such dy-
namics are part of a wider debate in Carib-
bean International Relations and Political 
Science concerning democracy and devel-
opment which have special implications for 
SIDS. Jamaica is one of the most influential 
countries in the Anglophone Caribbean. Not-
withstanding its current experience with low 
COVID-19 vaccination uptake, the country 
has witnessed successes on my fronts includ-
ing its vaccination efforts which date back to 
1950. The country provides a compelling case 
for analyzing the challenges that the pandemic 
has imposed on islands in the international 

system. Undoubtedly, it will be difficult for 
Jamaica to fully recover from the losses that 
are linked to the pandemic.

The number of cases and deaths attrib-
uted to COVID-19 has amplified many con-
cerns for SIDS like Jamaica with various in-
securities (e.g., food and water), and an ailing 
healthcare sector that has struggled under the 
weight of the International Monetary Fund’s 
policy prescriptions. Austerity measures have 
compromised Jamaica’s ability to spend more 
money on improving its health care sector. 
Without a solid health sector transformation 
programme and ongoing public awareness 
campaigns, vaccine hesitancy will continue to 
pose major barriers to achieving Jamaica’s goals 
espoused in Vision2030.

The choice to delay vaccination must also 
be respected. What should be emphasized is 
that all individuals must strive to take the nec-
essary precautions to protect themselves during 
the pandemic and minimize threats to others.

The study has identified several factors 
that shape the attitudes of Jamaicans towards 
COVID-19 vaccines. It can be useful in in-
forming intervention strategies to improve 
the country’s vaccination uptake. It has high-
lighted the need for greater sensitivity toward 
community and national public education 
campaigns to ally some of the uncertainties 
that various categories of people may have in 
relation to COVID-19 vaccines. These cam-
paigns should make more use of print media 
sources such as newspapers and social media 
platforms like Twitter and Facebook, to better 
inform citizens as Jamaica transitions toward 
some semblance of normalcy, two years after 
feeling the full brunt of COVID-19.
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