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Abstract
Vaccine hesitancy is gaining attention due to the increasing spread of the COVID-
19 pandemic in Malaysia. Malaysia is a majority Muslim country and religion has 
a significant influence on the acceptance or rejection of vaccines. This is clearly 
seen through the disagreement over the  halal status of vaccines. Social media has 
become a platform for discussion and dissemination of information and dis-infor-
mation on vaccines. Thus, it has had a relatively significant influence on vaccine 
hesitancy among social media users. By analysing tweets from February 2020 to 
February 2021 using Twitter API, this paper highlights the discussion of COVID-19 
vaccines’ halal status on Twitter. This study focuses on the analysis of vaccination 
reluctancy among the Twitter users in Malaysia and found that the most prevalent 
theme from the discussion is the constructed religious narratives to justify scien-
tifically misleading and false claims concerning vaccination represented on social 
media. This finding also calls for a deeper understanding of society’s constructed 
knowledge concerning contemporary issues in the digital age on social media.

Keywords Halal · Social media · Vaccine hesitancy · Twitter discussion · COVID-
19

Introduction

The World Health Organization (WHO) (2020) named ‘vaccine hesitancy’—a delay 
in acceptance or refusal of a vaccine despite its availability, as one of the top ten 
threats to global health. Evidently, this reflects concerns among the world popula-
tion regarding the safety and usefulness of vaccines. This is also the case locally 
where, despite children in Malaysia receiving free vaccinations from birth until the 
age of fifteen under the WHO Expanded Programme on Immunisation (EPI) (Kalok 
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et al., 2020), there is also a significant increase in cases of vaccine-preventable dis-
eases (VPDs). A study by Kalok et al. (2020) also showed that although the rate of 
vaccine rejection among pregnant women in Malaysia is relatively low, Muslim par-
ents faced with the dilemma on the halal certificate of the vaccines.

Taib et  al. (2017) argue that the misunderstandings and misperceptions about 
immunization are due to the mass media that often disseminates false information. 
As social media is increasingly being used nowadays to obtain information on health 
issues (Tripathi & Kumar, 2018), it has become a major source of information on 
immunization (Azizi et  al., 2017). Past studies (Bradshaw et  al., 2021; Capurro 
et  al., 2018) have also reported that parents use online internet resources, namely 
search engines, websites, blogs, and social media as the main reference to obtain 
information on immunization that have affected their perceptions and decision-mak-
ing about their children’s vaccinations.

On such platforms, the anti-vax movement is influencing views about the safety 
and efficacy of vaccines (Benecke & DeYoung, 2019). Pehora et al. (2015) reported 
that the majority of parents use the internet to obtain information about their chil-
dren’s health; however, most use public search engines instead of trusted official 
healthcare websites. Freed et al. (2011) also found that most parents referred to vari-
ous non-official websites that partially oppose the use of vaccines, to the extent that 
some people tend to reject vaccine uptake because they believe vaccinations are less 
safe or effective. In their study, Betsch et al. (2010) found that the exposure to vir-
tual communities via internet chat rooms and social media as well as reading infor-
mation on vaccine-critical websites for 5–10 min may increase the risk of parents 
reducing vaccine uptake for their child.

Social media is used by the community to share their experiences and findings to 
provide information to other individuals with similar health issues. There are also 
health officials such as medical doctors who use this platform to interact with the 
community in an effort to provide health information. However, some discussions 
are moderated, while others are not. There are various issues shared such as discus-
sions of personal experiences, sources of health information, and also question and 
answer sessions on health issues such as diseases and vaccines.

Eventually, it leads to vaccine scepticism that is influenced by the anti-vaccina-
tion rumours, past experiences related to adverse events following immunization 
(AEFI), religious prohibition, belief that the use of traditional complementary and 
alternative medicine (TCAM) is safer, pseudoscientific beliefs, and anti-vaccine 
conspiracy theories (Wong et al., 2020).

Purpose of the Study

Until now, the topic of immunization has been a never-ending debate both academi-
cally and in public discourse. It has gained  immense attention due to the recent 
and current COVID-19 pandemic. Any resurgence or increased mortality from 
VPDs necessitates an in-depth exploration to understand the phenomenon further. 
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Moreover, the proliferation of misinformation through social media has given the 
issue new urgency (Wilson & Wiysonge, 2020).

In this world of the ‘new normal’ in which society is adapting to a new way of 
life and practicing social distancing, it is essential for the literature to provide a new 
understanding of human behaviour. Although vaccine discussion often revolves 
around health and medical issues, the phenomenon varies within countries as well as 
between cultures. Hence, this study explores the religious discussion of the COVID-
19 vaccine among Twitter users in Malaysia, particularly on the vaccine’s halal 
status and the misleading information that may lead to vaccine hesitancy. The pur-
pose of this study is to examine the discussion of COVID-19 vaccines’ halal status 
among the Twitter users in Malaysia.

It is important to note that Islam is recognized as the religion of Federation 
because Malay, the majority population, is defined as a Muslim in Article 160 of 
the Constitution (Husin & Ibrahim, 2016). Article 11(1), on the other hand, adds on 
the freedom to practice religion, stating that everyone has the right to profess and 
practice his or her own religion. As a result, Malaysia’s Muslim population includes 
people of all races and not just Malays.

Hamid (2019) mentioned that some previous studies have focused more on the 
provision of immunization from an Islamic perspective. This is because there are 
extensive questions from Muslims in the general population about the halal sta-
tus of vaccines. Moreover, there are controversies about vaccines that are said to 
cause other diseases such as paralysis, autism, and weakening of the immune sys-
tem. Although the provision of immunization is controversial, it is in line with the 
requirements of Islam which allow the authorities to make significant policies based 
on the principle of public interest or maslaha of the entire society (Ramli et  al., 
2019).

However, the question raised in this study is why there are Malaysian that reject 
COVID-19 vaccines even though it is permissible and not against the Islamic per-
spective? To answer the question, this study identifies and analyses the themes that 
dominate the discussion on COVID-19 vaccines’ halal status by conducting a con-
tent analysis research method.

Methods

This study used content analysis as a research tool to determine the presence of cer-
tain words or concepts within tweets related to any religious discussion around the 
COVID-19 vaccination that were posted by Twitter users in Malaysia. The research-
ers quantified and analysed the presence, meanings, and relationships of the relevant 
keyword then made inferences about the messages within the tweets, the Twitter 
users, the audience as well as the culture and time frame. It is important to note that 
all the selected tweets were publicly accessible online accounts of individuals; no 
names were recorded as the usernames were anonymised. On account of the ano-
nymity and privacy policy of Twitter users, it is difficult to identify certain demo-
graphic information such as the age and gender of each user of the tweets that were 
selected in this study.
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However, according to Kemp (2020), the percentage of Twitter users in Malaysia 
is 50% male and 50% female. By using Twitter API, the searched keyword, ‘vaksin’, 
yielded a total of 6,661,143 tweets. Tweets that did not meet the specified inclu-
sion criteria were filtered out. From this sample, 10,985 tweets that met the follow-
ing criteria were extracted: (1) they were posted between February 2020 and Feb-
ruary 2021, (2), from Malaysia, (3), included the phrases halal haram vaksin and 
status halal vaksin, and (4) were publicly accessible tweets from personal accounts 
(Table 1).

These criteria were used to exclude accounts associated with any organization 
as the study’s focus was on discussions of individuals. The tweets were also exclu-
sively selected from February 2020 as it marks the month when the first Malaysian 
COVID-19 case was identified and when locals became more awakened to the threat 
of the new disease. The tweets were analysed using content analysis and coded into 
themes. The researcher will quantify and analyse the presence, meanings, and rela-
tionships of the vaccine discussion on Twitter before drawing conclusions about the 
tweets.

It is also useful for summarising key features of a dataset because it enables the 
researcher to handle data in a well-structured manner, resulting in a clear and organ-
ised final report. This study complied six-step procedure, which provides a clear and 
usable procedure: (1) becoming acquainted with the dataset, (2) coding and identify-
ing (3) developing themes based on the codes, (4) reviewing themes, (5) defining 
and naming themes, and (6) writing up and relating the findings to previous studies’ 
sociological insights. The first dataset is made up of relevant and filtered tweets. 
Each tweet will be labelled and identified with potential codes.

Following that, the suggested codes will be organised and assigned to appropriate 
themes. These themes will help to answer the research question, which is to deter-
mine topics of discussion Twitter users have about the vaccine’s Halal and Haram 
status. To gain a better understanding of the findings, examples of the  relevant 
tweets will be added to the discussion.

Table 1  Inclusion criteria of 
selected tweets

Inclusion criteria of selected tweets

Time February 2020–February 2021
Location Malaysia
Keywords Halal haram vaksin, status halal vaksin
Tweets Publicly accessible

Individual account
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Findings and Discussion

Religious Concerns and Halal Status of the Vaccine

Religion is one of the most predominant factors of vaccine hesitancy among the 
world population. Oxholm et al. (2021) suggest that communities’ religious norms 
and worship practices have created significant concerns for public health. In Muslim 
majority countries like Malaysia, studies show that people have refrained from using 
certain vaccines due to doubts regarding their halal status (Bukhari et  al., 2021). 
Islamic law prohibits the use of medicines or ingredients from haram sources such 
as swine and its derivatives (Zainudin et al., 2018).

However, in circumstances in which no alternative is available, necessity over-
rules prohibitions in order to prevent fatal diseases, and existing vaccines are 
deemed acceptable for Muslims (Ahmed et al., 2018). Although vaccination is not 
a new concern among Muslims worldwide, the recent pandemic has brought it to 
the public’s attention as the newly developed COVID-19 vaccines have been intro-
duced. From January 2021, Malaysia awaited its first consignment of the COVID-19 
vaccine, which was expected to begin at the end of February 2021 (Roslan, 2021). 
Despite government approval and joint agreements with the WHO’s COVAX facil-
ity for its vaccine supply, COVID-19 vaccines have received a mixed response from 
the Muslim community in Malaysia. Some groups are still disputing the safety and 
halal status of the vaccine shots.

Translation: 
To prevent uncertainties 
among Muslims in 
Malaysia, the 
Department of Islamic 
Development Malaysia 
(JAKIM) should certify 
the halal status of the 
COVID-19 vaccine.

Fig. 1  A tweet on the halal status of the COVID-19 vaccine from the Department of Islamic Develop-
ment Malaysia (JAKIM)

Translation: 
Please check the 
vaccine’s content 
whether it is halal or 
haram. I’m afraid that if 
the vaccine is injected 
into our body and blood, 
all of our prayers will not 
be easily accepted. Why 
isn’t Malaysia producing 
its own vaccine? Made 
by the people of 
Malaysia themselves.

Fig. 2  A tweet on COVID-19 vaccines’ ingredients
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Based on the discussion among Twitter users, some expressed their worries in 
regard to the ingredients in the COVID-19 vaccines while demanding their halal 
verification. Some of the tweets can be seen in the following figures (Figs. 1, 2, 3):

It can be seen from the tweets above that some of the users feel reluctant to accept 
the COVID-19 vaccine due to its probable risk that it contains non-permissible 
elements. This reflects the findings by Rumetta et al. (2020) that Malaysians inter-
viewed felt vaccines were dirty and unacceptable for their children as they were con-
taminated with impurities such as animal DNA and aborted foetus cells that were 
used in their production. The fact that pork-derived gelatin has been widely used as 
a stabilizer to ensure vaccines remains safe and effective during storage and trans-
port may have contributed to these views (Milko, 2020). As Malaysia is trying to 
find the middle ground concerning the halal status of COVID-19 vaccines, its reli-
gious authorities have decided that the vaccine is allowed and even mandatory for 
some groups.

Hassan (2020) reported, certifying the vaccine as halal would reassure those that 
are doubtful, however, vaccines are not registered through the halal certification 
process, as the Malaysian government has suggested there would be no need.

Lack of Trust in Professionals and Favour for Alternative or Complementary 
Treatments

Based on the questions to official accounts, some users appear curious to know more 
about the vaccine. Most of the vaccine-related tweets were responses and inquiries 
to official accounts of local government, agencies, media, and even ministers.

As can be seen in the tweet in Fig. 4, one user shared the view that society has the 
right to be well informed and understand what constitutes a vaccine and what goes 
into their body. As previously mentioned, some Muslims are sceptical of vaccines 
due to the possibility that they contain forbidden elements, or what Muslims refer 
to as haram. As suggested by Ahmed et  al. (2018), information addressing such 
religious concerns must be made a priority and communicated well to the general 
public.

Translation: 
Can you explain the 
content found in the 
COVID vaccine that will 
be distributed to 
Malaysian citizens? Is it 
halal and pure and not 
contaminated with any 
prohibited substance that 
is harmful to human 
health? Is there any 
verified information that 
can be found in the local 
media?

Fig. 3  A tweet on COVID-19 vaccines’ ingredients
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According to Taib et al. (2017), vaccine hesitancy in Malaysia is normally due 
to people’s lack of trust in healthcare professionals and the government. As a result, 
they prefer to choose an alternative or complementary treatments (TCAM) (Taib 
et al., 2017). This view can be illustrated by the following tweet that mentioned how 
the person had recovered from COVID-19 without any vaccine, as depicted in the 
following figure (Fig. 5):

The user justified his belief that the healing nutrients were obtained only from 
drinking hot tea with cloves, black cumin seed, honey, and peppermint. Wong 
et  al. (2020) mentioned how health professionals noted that there are groups that 
hold TCAM in high regard for disease prevention and treatment. Some people also 
believe that traditional treatments and the use of natural remedies are safer than 
modern medicine. As a result, biased judgements and remarks that favour such ide-
ology are being spread over social media.

Translation: 
May I know the level of 
halal and haram of the 
vaccine that will be
accepted in Malaysia? 
For example, Pfizer, 
AstraZeneca, Sinovac, 
and many more. Are 
there any haram 
elements in the said 
vaccines? As a citizen, I 
have the right to know 
the halal or haram 
elements in my 
medicine. Please explain 
further.

Fig. 4  A tweet on the COVID-19 vaccines halal status

Translations: 
For those who are 
supposedly pro-
vaccine, they don’t 
realize it. Even Bill 
Gates and WHO said 
that COVID-19 will not 
be eradicated in 2021. 
What do they mean by 
this? Don’t we already 
have a vaccine? I 
recovered without a 
vaccine by drinking hot 
tea with cloves, black 
cumin seed, honey and 
peppermint. I have 
suffered from COVID-
19… treated myself… 
and recovered.

Fig. 5  A tweet on alternative or complementary treatments (TCAM) for COVID-19



2940 Journal of Religion and Health (2023) 62:2933–2946

1 3

Misleading Information and False Claims About Vaccines on Social Media

Although there are assurances from religious authorities and the government regard-
ing the safety of the COVID-19 vaccine, the misconception among Malaysian Mus-
lims about vaccines is seemingly here to stay. Apart from the halal status, misin-
formation and conspiracy theories are also noted as part of the challenge to roll out 
vaccines locally. One of the famous COVID-19 vaccine conspiracy stories that have 
been propagated through social media is about the 5G network that speculates the 
vaccine is an attempt by US corporations to insert a nanotechnology microchip that 
allows humans to be controlled. Such a myth has been further adopted by some reli-
gious leaders (Olagoke et al., 2021).

This myth is due to the emergence of the internet as a source of heterogeneous 
information (Rumetta et  al., 2020). Through the internet, anyone is able to create 
and curate unfiltered and unfounded content while reaching a massive audience, 
especially on social media. For a country like Malaysia that has one of the highest 
rates of internet connectivity in the region and is ranked top five globally for mobile 
social media penetration, it is definitely a powerful and prevailing tool (Kemp, 
2020). The discussion by Twitter users included how worrying it is that the harmful 

Translation: 
Dear fellow friends, this 
is what will happen to 
our beloved parents 
when they are 
influenced with anti-
vaccination and 
conspiracy groups. It is 
dangerous! It will not 
only harm their mind 
but also our parents’ 
lives. So please explain 
thoroughly to our 
parents. Hopefully they 
will understand.

Fig. 6  A tweet on misleading and harmful claims about COVID-19

Translation: 
I am such a disobedient 
child. My mom 
supports the anti-
vaccination movement
and said that it is okay to 
die. Yet, she also 
believes when people 
say that Listerine (oral 
care health brand) is 
able to kill COVID. She 
said this news is legit 
and has been 
broadcasted on 
television already.

Fig. 7  A tweet on misleading and harmful claims about COVID-19
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false claims about COVID-19 vaccines are affecting older family members such as 
their parents (Figs. 6, 7).

Vulnerable Groups Evaluating Information Regarding Vaccine

Batumalai (2021) reported that some Malaysians aged above 60 were still hesitat-
ing to register for their jabs even 2  weeks before senior citizens were eligible to 
start receiving the COVID-19 vaccination. Their concerns were that they did not 
have any confidence in the vaccine and their friends had not registered for the shots. 
This also suggests that older people are particularly vulnerable and easily swayed 
by their own relatives and friends. Based on the tweets from Twitter users in Fig. 8, 
their families are being influenced by hearsay as well as anti-vaccination propaganda 
which leads to negative and deceiving perceptions about vaccines.

As mentioned by Wong et  al. (2020), health professionals have acknowledged 
that those who are promoting views against vaccination or so-called anti-vaxxers are 
still free to disseminate anti-vaccine content via social media. It is worrying since 
such propaganda has a snowball effect that could garner massive influence with the 
public. Additionally, Nordin (2020) has argued that in Malaysia, Malays, especially 
Malays living in rural areas, are particularly hesitant toward the vaccines and they 
are usually influenced by their local ustaz—a Muslim preacher and religious leader. 
However, on social media platforms, this phenomenon is no different.

Some messages are being spread that also include religious justification to per-
suade others of their vaccine-related beliefs. For example, a user shared a post about 
a religious figure who has over 53,000 followers who actively shared false claims on 
his Instagram account that vaccines result in autism. These have gained local Twitter 
communities’ attention and raised anger among some, as depicted in Figs. 9 and 10.

Translation: 
Before the Movement 
Control Order (MCO), 
my relatives came over 
to our house because 
they hadn’t visited us in 
a long time. We were 
chatting and they 
mentioned the vaccine. 
They said that they will 
not accept the vaccine 
because it is not safe. 
As if they will have to 
sign some sort of death 
warrant. Personally, I 
believe that if someone 
is destined to die, they 
will die whether or not 
they get vaccinated.

Fig. 8  A tweet from concerned Twitter user on anti-vaccination propaganda
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Overcoming the Religious Stigma Associated with Vaccines

These findings show the importance to overcome such religious stigma and religious 
figures need to be educated about the benefits of vaccination. Being a key leader, 
such as an ustaz that is seen to protect the nation and to have people’s best inter-
est at heart, circulating any fake news and groundless rumours will have an impact 
on their followers’ perception. Ustaz are known to be the most respected figures in 

Translation: 
This guy is becoming 
viral right now. Here are
his Instagram and three 
highlighted pictures from 
his story. I don’t want to 
say anything. Drop your 
opinion?  

Replied tweets:
Do not amplify his 
messages, please. Let 
him fucking die. He is 
just plain stupid with all 
his “Jewish agenda”, 
“Dajjal conspiracy”, 
“Freemason” and 
“Illuminati”. He is acting 
all pious but stupid. He 
studied it in religion, but 
not in science.

Fig. 9  A tweet on misleading claims from religious leader on COVID-19 vaccine

Translation: 
I am confident, those 
children that were
diagnosed with autism all 
have been vaccinated.
Look at our 
grandparents, during 
their time there were no 
such thing as autism. 

Fig. 10  A tweet on misleading claims from religious leader on COVID-19 vaccine



2943

1 3

Journal of Religion and Health (2023) 62:2933–2946 

many communities. Their influence on informing the benefits of vaccination to their 
followers could make a great impact toward the efforts against COVID-19.

Therefore, the collaboration of spiritual leaders with healthcare professionals 
is needed to reach an optimal therapeutic outcome (Hashmi et al., 2020). Spiritual 
leaders’ influence should be utilized to raise awareness and change the attitudes 
and practices of the community. Such concerns regarding misleading informa-
tion about COVID-19 have also been addressed by one of the Malaysian minister. 
The minister expressed his worries about Malaysians’ acceptance of the COVID-
19 vaccine on his Twitter account. He shared a screenshot from his Facebook 
comments that shows a fraction of the misconceptions the public have about the 
vaccine.

Most of the comments portrayed religious justifications for their hesitancy or 
even rejection of the vaccination programme. This also depicts one of the biggest 
challenges for the country approaching the national immunisation rollout. It can be 
inferred that the rapid consumption of health information about the novel COVID-
19 disease from informal sources has resulted in the dissemination of unclear, false, 
or misleading health information and myths or conspiracy theories. According to 
Hashmi et  al. (2020), particular religious interpretations are believed to have pro-
vided explanations and answers to nearly all questions and queries.

Certain faith-based practices have resulted in the avoidance of established dis-
ease-prevention measures such as vaccination. However, based on the current find-
ings, people’s reluctance towards vaccination is most likely due to the exposure of 
constructed religious narratives to justify scientifically misleading and false claims 
concerning vaccination represented on social media.

Study Limitations

While collecting data from Twitter is considered appropriate for research that seeks 
a viewpoint from users in vaccine-related public discussions, more detailed data 
may be limited due to the maximum length of 280 characters per tweet. Addition-
ally, despite the massive numbers of tweets on the search topic, it is difficult to iden-
tify certain demographic information such as the age and gender of each user of the 
tweets that were selected in this study. Hence, the results cannot be generalised to 
a larger population. Due to the current National Immunisation Programme that has 
been carried out during the data collection, it is also possible that there may be a 
shift in society’s perceptions and change in attitude towards vaccination.

Conclusion

As discussed, the most prevalent themes from the COVID-19 vaccine discussion 
among Twitter users in Malaysia about the halal status of the vaccine are factu-
ally incorrect claims and misleading information about it. Although the majority of 
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Twitter users in this study are questioning and seeking more information about the 
vaccine because they believe it is part of their human right to be aware and well-
informed by the government, some posts typically included elements of mockery 
and sarcasm while addressing baseless rumours and conspiracy theories about vac-
cines. Most importantly, this study also found that the exposure to constructed reli-
gious narratives leads to scientifically incorrect and false vaccination claims. These 
initial findings create new opportunities for a deeper understanding of society’s vac-
cination behaviour through the discussion on different platforms of social media.
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