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KEY TRENDS 

Social media: Interest in Covid and vaccines in Google searches increased this 
week on SA social media, especially for “Pfizer side effects”. Most shared links on 
Twitter include booking appointments at Clicks (here), the Pfizer report (here) and 
expiration of Pfizer doses (here). Engagements with news articles doubled over the 
previous week, no deaths from vaccines (here), potential fifth Covid wave (here), 
Kenya scrapping mask rules (here) and Pfizer dose expiration (here). Online 
conversations about COVID-19 vaccines that generated most engagements in the 
past week were related to effectiveness and immunity (29%), safety (16%), access 
and availability (14%) and children (13%). 

The graph below illustrates the different tones of social media online conversation 
according to a “vaccine trust spectrum”. It shows that vaccine hesitancy is the largest 
contributor, and there was a spike in conversations in mid-March, partly due to 
interest in the Pfizer report. 

  

https://sacoronavirus.co.za/category/academic-articles/
https://sacoronavirus.co.za/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/Collated-SL-V3-17-March-2022.pdf
https://sacoronavirus.co.za/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/SA-social-listening-report-21-March-2022-V6.pdf
https://sacoronavirus.co.za/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/Collated-SL-V3-17-March-2022.pdf
https://bookings.clicks.co.za/booking/location
https://www.enca.com/news/covid-19-vaccines-serious-side-effects-rare-says-analyst
https://www.businesslive.co.za/fm/features/2022-03-10-its-your-last-shot-at-getting-a-pfizer-vaccine/
https://www.netwerk24.com/netwerk24/nuus/covid-19/geen-sterfte-nog-in-sa-weens-covid-entstof-20220315
https://www.news24.com/fin24/Companies/Banks/absa-predicts-the-5th-wave-could-hit-sa-as-early-as-next-month-20220314
https://www.enca.com/life/kenya-scraps-mandatory-mask-wearing-public
https://www.news24.com/health24/medical/infectious-diseases/coronavirus/its-your-last-shot-at-getting-a-pfizer-vaccine-heres-how-sas-roll-out-is-changing-come-july-20220310


 

UJ/HSRC study: This study (here) highlighted inequity in vaccination in SA. Millions 
of poorer South Africans, especially in informal settlements and rural areas, are 
willing to vaccinate but for structural reasons have not been able to. This includes 
lack of access to sites (there are more vaccination sites in richer areas than poorer), 
transport difficulties and costs, uncertainty and worry about vaccination of people 
without formal documents (both SA and foreign), as well as a lack of communication 
and community consultation. Social inequality is deeply embedded in the rollout and 
has reduced vaccination rates. It suggests that providing access in poorer areas, 
such as well advertised mobile pop-up sites, linked to community mobilization can 
greatly increase numbers of vaccinations. While communications aimed at 
persuading individuals to vaccinate is useful, this approach misses systemic equity 
issues of access to vaccination. 

Covid fatigue: Many people express exhaustion around Covid, with sentiment that 
the virus is now very weak and Covid is over. There is questioning why we are still 
prioritising Covid. Related is less interest in vaccination – “I have survived the 
pandemic for 2 years, why do I need vaccination now?” There is positive sentiment 
at draft regulations ending mask wearing outdoors (here). There is concern that the 
government will not honour the proposed ending of the State of Disaster on 15 April 
(here). 

Pfizer report: There is still considerable interest in the Pfizer report, which is being 
misinterpreted as a list of 1,291 side-effects of their vaccine (is actually is a list of 
potential side-effects that the study watched out for). This has been used by many 
people hostile to vaccinations as proof that they were right all along that Covid 
vaccines are very dangerous, Including from former Chief Justice Moeoeng 
Mogoeng (here) (see the Misinformation section below). 

National Covid Contact Centre: Some people have reported being turned away 
from sites due to lack of stock of vaccine doses. Many calls come are about 
accessing vaccination certificates. Queries include vaccination sites operating in 
their area, regulations for religious gatherings, isolation periods for people infected 
with Covid and waiting periods before getting vaccinated, and accessing Vooma 
Vouchers. 

https://www.uj.ac.za/news/uj-hsrc-covid-19-democracy-survey-shows-decline-in-vaccine-hesitancy-but-highlights-inequalities-in-vaccination-coverage/
https://m.facebook.com/SABCNews/photos/a.10150266784426543/10160079113421543/?__cft__%5B0%5D=AZUY_hjdPOy1LXsZr2i7CVjuepRZTaHpjmTdyO_QhikV9TIm9BsUYRETOQLXgeOYlHipBYODgjZkDjQggjbiNPqGmNZIlsqugZwh0hKC5f3WdfoSL8Le7YXleylhzFjg7dFAgJozTNoO43jl442OiKAaW2HpLwV3RogyATEiH9Jc1A&__tn__=EH-R&_rdr
https://www.news24.com/news24/columnists/howardfeldman/howard-feldman-goodwill-towards-government-will-evaporate-if-state-of-disaster-isnt-lifted-soon-20220315?fbclid=IwAR2KahEifzJPUpz_j1o8BzTedv012sc9dONsvamJwhzItnsj6kBi9itY2YA
https://www.iol.co.za/news/politics/mogoeng-mogoeng-not-backing-down-as-he-makes-more-controversial-vaccine-and-covid-19-remarks-1aa23bde-626f-4375-aa1b-845392dd4186


Cases shifting to youth: The NICD reports that while there is an overall decrease 
in Covid infections, there are considerably more cases of people under 20 being 
infected (possibly linked to schools fully opening). 

Covid infections rising in other countries: There is concern in SA at reports of 
Covid infections rising in many countries, including China, South Korea, Italy, UK 
and Germany with reports of a “stealth” sub-variant referred to as BA.2. 

Sites are battling: There are many reports of vaccination sites not opening or not 
having vaccine doses. This leads to frustration and failure to vaccinate some willing 
people. 

Feedback on rural KZN sentiment: Anecdotal evidence suggested that there were 
still misunderstandings of vaccines, lack of communications in many communities 
and structural problems preventing vaccination. Many people in rural areas do not 
have transport to vaccination sites – there are equity issues of access to vaccination. 
There was strong preference for the Pfizer vaccine, which was only in stock for a few 
days per week (in other parts of the country J&J is preferred). 

This is a ‘word cloud’ of social media mentions in SA around Covid and vaccines. 
The emphasis on Pfizer this week is noticeable. 

 

DISTRICT REPORTS 

• Buffalo City Metro (Eastern Cape). Sentiment around vaccines is improving. 
Youth peer-pressure stops many from vaccinating, with fear of side effects 
and needles. People don’t know what to do if they experience severe side 
effects or how to report them. 

• Ekurhuleni (Gauteng). Vaccine acceptance is slowly increasing, especially 
as people want to qualify for opportunities. There are concerns that young 



people are being bought or bribed through the #KeReady competition. The 
Vooma Weekend 4 – 6 March went well. 

• Johannesburg (Gauteng). Vaccinations are increasing in schools, and some 
family members use the school outreach sites as the queue moves faster. 
Due to the Pfizer document scare, some people are saying that the 
government not removing Pfizer now shows that they don’t care about 
people’s health. The changes of schedules (timing of 2nd dose and of 
boosters) is creating distrust. 

• Harry Gwala (KZN). Vaccine acceptance is very low among 12 – 17 year olds 
– few students in schools are prepared to vaccinate. 

• King Cetshwayo (KZN). Vaccine acceptance is increasing, especially among 
youth going to tertiary studies which require vaccination certificates. Deep 
rural communities are being ignored – many people want to vaccinate but 
clinics are too far away and they don’t get mobile vaccination sites. Most 
vaccinations now are booster doses. Many youth are unemployed and say 
that they don’t need to get vaccinated and they don’t trust the government. 
The #KeReady campaign has been effective in increasing the numbers of 
youth vaccinating. 

• Ehlanzeni (Mpumalanga). Vaccination numbers have increase by a 1,000. 
Men aged 18 – 34 vaccinate more than women (also men over 60 also 
vaccinate more than women). School vaccination is going well. 

• Bojanala (North West). Vaccination is politicised – youth are resistant to 
vaccination as they are angry at government and think that Covid vaccination 
is only an issue for government, not them. They are much more interested in 
jobs than vaccination, which government appears not to care about (job not 
jab). Many people in peri-urban and rural areas still can’t get to vaccination 
sites (Vaxi Taxis are needed). Age groups not getting incentives (i.e. under 
50s) say they will only vaccinate if they get an incentive. Many people still 
don’t have accurate information about vaccination. Youth programmes like 
#KeReady have some positive effect. Numbers for vaccination are higher at 
the weekends, so vaccination sites should be open then. 

• Cape Winelands (Western Cape). Some are coming for booster shots, but 
vaccine sentiment is not changing. Very few people are coming for their first 
vaccination. Most people no longer wear masks. 

• Central Karoo (Western Cape). Many believe that vaccines affect your 
sexual performance. More mobilisers in the district is helping improve 
vaccination rates. Social media information is circulating (particularly among 
youth) that there is no need to vaccinate, that SA took the wrong vaccination, 
and that boosters are dangerous. 

• Garden Route (Western Cape). There is concern about another wave of the 
pandemic in Winter. Youth who had Covid believe they are resistant and so 
don’t need to be vaccinated. Many youth feel that there is no Covid any more. 

• Khayelitsha (KESS, Western Cape). This week has been better than 
previous weeks. When the SASSA grant payments are made more people 
come, especially in malls. The SMS reminder has motivated many people to 
get booster vaccinations. Vaccinated people help encourage other to 
vaccinate, giving their experience to reassure people worried about side 
effects. 

• Namakwa (Western Cape). Many people over 50 years came for their 
booster. People opposed to vaccination are unhappy that they are not being 



considered for employment. Many patients with other conditions (e.g. cancer, 
diabetes, TB) are suffering from poor service delivery at clinics. People are 
saying the President is going to lift all Covid restrictions soon. There are 
rumours that Covid is now so weak that vaccination is not necessary 
anymore, and that vaccines cause infertility. It is an ongoing battle to eliminate 
the anti-vaccine voice in some religious groups, including Rastafarians. There 
is interest in #KeReady Flex, especially when translated into Afrikaans. Local 
newspapers are providing us wide coverage. Youth are still very vaccine 
hesitant, with parents suggesting the following reasons: vaccination process 
takes too long; drug users (mostly dagga and Tik) believe that the drugs 
protect them from Covid; their bodies immune system are strong enough to 
withstand Covid; elderly people benefitted from cash incentives, not them; 
government is failing them with work and study opportunities and only care 
about vaccination. 

  

  

MISINFORMATION 

• MISINFO: Covid booster vaccines are dangerous. TRUTH: There is no 
evidence to support this claim. Boosters shots are normal practice for many 
vaccines, e.g. with flu vaccines.  See here and here. 

• MISINFO: Pfizer’s own data shows 1,291 side effects of their Covid 
vaccine. TRUTH: This is a misunderstanding of the report they released in 
2021. It includes a list of side effects that they watched out for in the study – it 
is NOT a list of side effects of their Covid vaccine.  The vaccine is safe and 
side effects are mostly mild.  See here and here. 

• MISINFO: Covid vaccines kill many people and there is a high chance they 
can kill you. TRUTH: This is not true. Most side effect are mild and self-
resolving. Severe adverse events due to vaccines are tracked very closely 
(here and here). There have been no deaths in SA due to Covid vaccination 
(here). Over 11 billion shots of Covid vaccines have been administered 
globally (here), with a small number of deaths caused by vaccines. While it is 
difficult to get reliable statistics of vaccine-related deaths globally, in the 
United Kingdom, over 141 million doses have been given, and medical 
authorities believe just 9 people have died due to the vaccine (here). By way 
of contrast, the UK has had over 163,000 deaths from Covid (here). 
See here, here and here. 

• MISINFO: Covid isn’t that bad so we don’t need to be 
vaccinated. TRUTH: While some people who get Covid can show no 
symptoms, vaccines are highly effective in preventing serious illness and 
hospitalisation. It is true that the Omicron variant of SARS-CoV-2 (the Covid 
virus) is less likely to cause severe illness and death. However, Covid is still 
killing people. See here and here 

• MISINFO: Covid cases are low so now we don’t need to vaccinate. 
TRUTH: Having lower case numbers in SA is wonderful, but it doesn’t mean 
there is no reason to be vaccinated. We still need to reduce infections and 
illness now, prevent a bad fifth wave and restrict the likelihood of even worse 

https://www.nicd.ac.za/covid-19-vaccine-booster-shot-frequently-asked-questions/
https://www.dw.com/en/fact-check-do-boosters-help-against-omicron/a-60092573
https://factcheck.afp.com/http%253A%252F%252Fdoc.afp.com%252F9UC4LE
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2022-03-11/coronacheck-george-christensen-vaccinated-death-statistic/100899316
https://www.sahpra.org.za/safety-information-and-updates/
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/vaccines/safety/adverse-events.html
https://ewn.co.za/2021/09/13/sahpra-of-86-reports-of-deaths-after-covid-jabs-none-linked-to-vaccinations
https://www.bloomberg.com/graphics/covid-vaccine-tracker-global-distribution/
https://blog.ons.gov.uk/2021/10/04/how-many-people-have-died-as-a-result-of-a-covid-19-vaccine/
https://www.worldometers.info/coronavirus/country/uk/
https://www.nicd.ac.za/covid-19-vaccination-reporting-adverse-effects-faq/
https://www.politifact.com/factchecks/2021/sep/20/facebook-posts/no-evidence-covid-19-vaccines-causing-deaths/
https://www.reuters.com/article/factcheck-coronavirus-usa-idUSL1N2R00KP
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/vaccines/vaccine-benefits.html
https://fullfact.org/health/coronavirus/


variants developing. If you are unvaccinated you are more likely to spread 
Covid and encourage variants. See here and here. 

• MISINFO: Covid vaccines and boosters give you HIV. TRUTH: There is no 
evidence to support this claim at all.  Vaccines, including Covid-19 vaccines, 
cannot cause AIDS / HIV. See here and here. 

• MISINFO: Vaccines are dangerous and now linked to “vaccine-acquired 
immunodeficiency syndrome” or “VAIDS”. TRUTH: No evidence at all to 
support the claim of immunodeficiency being related to Covid 
vaccines.  See here and here. 

• MISINFO: Vaccines cause infertility and erectile dysfunction. TRUTH: There 
is no evidence to support these claims. Covid however can impair sexual 
performance. See here, here and here. 

• MISINFO: Vaccines have a tracker chip to track movement and shut you 
down if you misbehave. TRUTH: This is simply wrong and a myth. 
See here and here. 

• MISINFO: Covid vaccines require the use of long painful needles. 
TRUTH: Covid vaccines may cause slight pain, like a poke or pinch, for only a 
few seconds. See here and here for tips and advice on managing fear and 
discomfort. 

  

WHO Africa Infodemic Response Alliance 

 Issues of concern in Africa: 

• Pfizer reveals the “truth” about vaccine side effects 

Misinformation around the Pfizer report is circulating widely in Cameroon, Nigeria, 
Mozambique and Zimbabwe as well as SA. 

• WHO is preparing for new outbreak from Ukraine lab 

Misinformation in 4 African countries that the World Health Organisation and US is 
planning to release a new dangerous pathogen and will blame the invasion of 
Ukraine by Russia (here). 

  

Recent viral facts videos: 

• Covid reinfections after vaccinations Dropbox, Twitter, Facebook 
• HIV and Covid Dropbox, Twitter, Facebook 

PROPOSED ACTIONS FOR RISK COMMUNICATION & COMMUNITY 
ENGAGEMENT 

Communications on vaccine side-effects: RCCE partners should widely 
communicate that the vast majority of vaccine side-effects are minor and the 

https://www.cnn.com/2021/07/03/health/unvaccinated-variant-factories/index.html
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/laninf/article/PIIS1473-3099(21)00648-4/fulltext
https://www.reuters.com/article/factcheck-boosters-hiv-idUSL1N2UM1Q0
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/india/covid-boosters-leading-to-positive-hiv-test-experts-debunk-claim/articleshow/89661269.cms
https://www.reuters.com/article/factcheck-vaids-fakes-idUSL1N2UM1C7
https://apnews.com/article/fact-checking-330111634396
https://www.hopkinsmedicine.org/health/conditions-and-diseases/coronavirus/covid-19-vaccines-myth-versus-fact
https://www.reuters.com/article/factcheck-coronavirus-fertility-idUSL1N2T01TQ
https://www.unicef.org/montenegro/en/stories/vaccine-against-covid-19-does-not-cause-sterility
https://www.reuters.com/article/uk-factcheck-vaccine-microchip-gates-ma-idUSKBN28E286
https://www.health.gov.au/initiatives-and-programs/covid-19-vaccines/is-it-true/is-it-true-do-covid-19-vaccines-contain-a-microchip-or-any-kind-of-tracking-technology
https://www.npr.org/sections/goatsandsoda/2021/02/05/964474463/coronavirus-faq-im-afraid-of-needles-does-the-covid-19-vaccine-hurt
https://theconversation.com/needle-fears-can-cause-covid-19-vaccine-hesitancy-but-these-strategies-can-manage-pain-and-fear-165009
https://www.facebook.com/GbagboOuRienTv/posts/3182362425330091?comment_id=3182406081992392
https://www.dropbox.com/sh/r0ha110gkc39c83/AACuEydfm993Vy9Jrvk7zhu1a?dl=0
https://twitter.com/viralfacts/status/1503323502153285636
https://www.facebook.com/viralfacts/videos/498778525309550
https://www.dropbox.com/sh/gkuchwzot8qrvfy/AAC_N6D2_ZxdWNJA_QN5078qa?dl=0
https://twitter.com/viralfacts/status/1501843423300669442
https://www.facebook.com/viralfacts/videos/1313156295842167


vaccines have been approved as safe to use by SAPHRA. This should cover the 
vaccine used in SA, the ones produced by J&J and Pfizer (this can refer to the report 
mentioned above). 

Respond to equity in vaccination access: Many poorer areas, especially informal 
settlements and rural areas, have structural barriers to vaccination, leading to 
millions of people being willing to vaccinate but unable to. Analysis of this should be 
carried out at district and sub-district level. The approach means working with trusted 
local leaders, wide local communication, organising well-advertised pop-up sites 
where there is need, and clarifying that undocumented people are able to vaccinate. 

Messaging about limiting the fifth wave. We should produce and disseminate 
information that protecting yourself and others from Covid by vaccinating is still 
important – it can reduce a fifth wave of Covid infection. We should wear a mask in 
public indoor spaces. It is also important to keep at least 1 metre from others, wash 
or sanitise our hands, and open windows or stay outdoors. 

  

METHODOLOGY AND COLLABORATION 

The Social Listening & Infodemiology team that produces this report is part of the 
Risk Communications & Community Engagement Working Group of the Department 
of Health. This report is compiled following the methodology of the WHO Africa 
Infodemic Response Alliance (AIRA, see here), the “Identify” stage.  We pool 
information from the following: 

  

• SA National Department of Health 
• Covid Hotline: Reports from the national Covid call centre 
• Org: NDOH Covid WhatsApp system 
• WHO Africa Infodemic Response Alliance (AIRA) 
• UNICEF: digital analysis of content on Google, Twitter, YouTube and 

Facebook, and digital news 
• Red Cross: Network of over 2,000 community volunteers reporting 

misinformation and concerns 
• Real 411 Media Monitoring Africa: a mis- and disinformation reporting and 

debunking initiative 
• COVID Comms: a network of communications specialists that produces 

information on the pandemic 
• DOH Free State & KZN: Provincial Departments of Health 
• Community Constituency Front (CCF), Covid Hotline, Health Systems 

Trust 
• Centre for Communication Impact, Centre for Analytics & Behavioural 

Change, Section 27 
• Medical Research Council, National Institute for Communicable 

Diseases, 

https://www.afro.who.int/aira


• SA Vaccination and Immunisation Centre, HSRC, DG Murray Trust, Right 
To Care 

• Universities of Johannesburg, Cape Town, Free State, Wits, 
Stellenbosch, Sefako Makgatho 

  

Other organisations involved Government Communications & Information Service, 
SA Council of Churches, Clinton Health Access Initiative, Heartlines, Children’s 
Radio Foundation, IPSOS, People’s Health Movement, and Business for SA, SA 
Minerals Council, Wits Reproductive Health & HIV Institute, UN Verified, 
HealthEnabled, Deaf SA, SA National Council for the Blind, Treatment Action 
Campaign and Disability SA. 

  

Contact: 

Nombulelo Leburu, National Department of 
Health          nombulelo.leburu@health.gov.za            082 444 9503 
Peter Benjamin, 
HealthEnabled                                      peter@healthenabled.org                       082 
829 3353 
Charity Bhengu, National Department of 
Health               charity.bhengu@health.gov.za               083 679 7424 

 

 

 

about:blank
mailto:charity.bhengu@health.gov.za

