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Abstract

This study aims to examine public attitudes and beliefs regarding mandatory COVID-19 vaccination policies in Alberta, Canada,
during the province’s fourth wave of the pandemic in September 2021. A total of 9,400 posts and comments published between
September 1 and September 30, 2021, were collected from the r/Alberta subreddit using Pushshift.io. Content was manually
reviewed to assess relevance to the study objectives and subsequently analyzed using inductive coding and an iterative
qualitative analysis approach. The qualitative analysis identified five central themes: (1) perspectives related to personal
autonomy and consent, (2) concerns surrounding the enforcement of COVID-19 vaccine passports, (3) distrust and criticism of
government actions, (4) logistical challenges associated with passport implementation, and (5) views on the role of vaccine
passports in avoiding further lockdowns. Overall, discussions within r/Alberta reflected predominantly supportive attitudes
toward the implementation of a vaccine passport in Alberta. Opposition to vaccination and mandates tended to be less extreme
than what has been reported in prior literature, potentially reflecting the moderation practices of the subreddit. While
apprehensions regarding bodily autonomy were the most prominent source of resistance, concerns related to government
authority and practical implementation were also significant factors shaping public discourse.
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Introduction those of any other Canadian province, with the exception

of Saskatchewan [2].

In September 2021, Alberta was experiencing a sharp
escalation in COVID-19 cases during what the
province’s then—Health Minister, Tyler Shandro,
described as a “pandemic of the unvaccinated,” as
infection rates rose rapidly and disproportionately
affected unvaccinated populations [1, 2]. At this time,
Alberta’s case numbers were nearly four times higher
than the national average, and the province recorded
COVID-19 mortality rates almost three times higher than
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Although these outcomes may be partly explained by
vaccination coverage—by the end of September 2021,
Alberta and Saskatchewan were the only provinces
where fewer than 70% of residents had received at least
one dose of a COVID-19 vaccine, compared to a national
average of 75%—political decisions likely also
contributed to the severity of the situation [2—4]. In June
2021, the Alberta government, led by then—Premier Jason
Kenney of the United Conservative Party (UCP),
introduced a phased reopening strategy known as the
“Open for Summer” plan, which was tied to vaccination
benchmarks [4, 5]. Upon announcing the plan, Premier
Kenney stated that once the province reopened it would
remain “open for good,” a statement he later
acknowledged was premature and subsequently
apologized for [6]. Following this reopening, Alberta
experienced a substantial fourth wave of COVID-19,
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characterized by increased case counts, hospitalizations,
intensive care admissions, and deaths, placing significant
strain on the provincial healthcare system [7].

During this period, several other Canadian provinces
implemented proof-of-vaccination requirements,
mandating that eligible individuals present vaccination
documentation to access certain public venues [8—11]. In
contrast, Premier Kenney initially resisted adopting a
comparable policy in Alberta, instead introducing a $100
incentive to encourage vaccination uptake [2, 4]. As case
numbers continued to rise, this position was reversed in
mid-September, and the government introduced a
vaccine passport system referred to as the “restrictions
exemption program,” which came into effect on
September 20, 2021 [12].

Amid these escalating case counts and rapidly evolving
public health policies, discussions unfolded in real time
on social media platforms, including Reddit. Reddit
allows users to share text, images, and videos within
topic- or location-specific communities known as
subreddits, where content can be commented on and
voted up or down by other users [13]. This study focuses
on posts from the subreddit “Alberta: Wild Rose
Country” (r/Alberta), which had approximately 181,000
active users at the time of writing [14]. Reddit accounts
require minimal personal information beyond an email
address, allowing users to remain largely anonymous
[13]. As a result, demographic characteristics of users
cannot be reliably determined unless self-disclosed.
While some subreddits permit reasonable assumptions
about user characteristics—for example, r/The Donald,
a now-banned subreddit, was generally understood to
consist of American supporters of Donald Trump [15]—
such assumptions are less certain for r/Alberta. Although
it may be inferred that many users are Albertan residents,
participation is open to anyone, and some commenters
explicitly identify themselves as living in other
provinces, though these claims cannot be independently
verified.

In recent years, Reddit has increasingly been recognized
as a useful data source for examining public perceptions
and health-related behaviors [16-21]. Nevertheless, it
remains a relatively novel platform for social science
research and has been utilized less extensively than more
established social media sources, such as Twitter [13].
Moreover, public attitudes toward vaccine passports as a
mechanism for enforcing vaccination remain an
underexplored area of research.

The purpose of this study is to examine online attitudes
and beliefs surrounding mandatory COVID-19
vaccination policies in Alberta, Canada, by analyzing
posts and comments from the r/Alberta subreddit
between September 1 and September 30, 2021. This
timeframe was selected to capture public discourse both
prior to and immediately following the implementation
of mandatory vaccination measures. Exploring public
opinions on vaccine mandates and related policies
provides valuable insight into the underlying themes
shaping these discussions, which may, in turn, inform
future considerations by public health authorities
regarding the design and implementation of mandatory
vaccination strategies.

Materials and Methods

Data for this study were obtained from the subreddit
r/Alberta. English-language Reddit posts and comments
were collected using the Pushshift.io platform. To limit
the dataset to discussions related to COVID-19
vaccination, a set of predefined search terms was applied,
including “COVID,” “COVID-19,” “vaccination,”
“vaccine,” “jab,” “vax,” “passport” and “mandate.”
These keywords were selected in collaboration with a
departmental librarian and with authors HC. and ZB. who
have expertise in social media infoveillance research.
Additional colloquial terms, such as “viddy” and
“corona,” were also evaluated but were excluded because
they did not produce any unique or relevant results.
Posts and comments were eligible for inclusion if they
were published between September 1 and September 30,
2021. This timeframe was selected to capture public
opinions regarding mandatory vaccination policies in
Alberta both before and immediately after their initial
implementation.

Following data extraction, a total of 9,400 comments
were compiled and organized into an Excel spreadsheet.
Three members of the research team independently
conducted a manual screening process to determine
whether each comment explicitly addressed vaccine
mandates. To ensure consistency in screening decisions,
predefined inclusion criteria were developed and are
outlined in Figure 1. Of the 9,400 comments reviewed,
1,755 were deemed relevant and included in the analysis,
as they contained discussion related to vaccine mandates
or vaccine passports. Relevant comments were then
transferred into a separate Excel file for further analysis



Brooks et al.

Int J Soc Psychol Asp Healthc, 2024, 4:138-146

and randomly divided into two equal subsets, which were
assigned to BR and GBN.

An iterative qualitative analysis was conducted following
the framework proposed by Braun and Clarke [22],
which emphasizes identifying all findings pertinent to the
research objectives, regardless of how frequently they
appear in the data. BR initially coded a random sample
of 300 comments using an inductive approach to develop
a preliminary codebook, consistent with Braun and
Clarke’s methodology [22]. This codebook was
subsequently reviewed and refined through discussions

with other members of the research team. BR and GBN
then applied the finalized codebook to code the full
dataset. The final stage of analysis involved synthesizing
the coded data into five overarching themes, led by BR
in consultation with the broader research team. Any
discrepancies in coding were resolved through discussion
between BR and GBN. The overall approach to data
collection and qualitative analysis was informed by
previously published studies examining online public
opinion [23-25].

[ 9400 comments ]
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Figure 1. Screening criteria applied to Reddit comments (Canada, 2021).

Following consultation with the University of Waterloo
Research Ethics Board, this study was deemed exempt
from formal ethics approval because it relied exclusively
on publicly accessible data. To further protect user
privacy, all quoted material was paraphrased to ensure
anonymity.

Results and Discussion

An overview of the five themes identified through
qualitative analysis, along with representative example
quotes, is presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Overview of identified themes and illustrative quotes (Canada, 2021).

Theme

Example Quote

Sentiments Relating to
Autonomy and Consent

The passport is worse than a driver's license but not as bad as the Star of David. It would
be like prohibiting voting until everyone performs an action they view as potentially

harmful.

Concerns About Passport
Enforcement

Enforcement of vaccine passports raises issues, as many retail workers have faced
mistreatment when enforcing mask rules. A vaccine passport could lead to even worse

abuse, since it involves handling sensitive private medical information.

Vaccine passports are coming, along with mandatory masking and business restrictions.

Concerns About Government

Due to Jason Kenney's policies, Alberta will likely be the last province in Canada to

implement them.
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Concerns About the Logistics of
Vaccine Passports

I'm okay with vaccine passports in principle, but relying on a third-party app would be
hard to trust, given the problems experienced with the Alberta COVID contact tracing app.

Sentiments Relating to the
Necessity of Passports to Avoid
Lockdowns

Vaccine passports combined with higher vaccination rates are preferable; otherwise,
business closures and limits on gatherings may become necessary. Though unfair to those
who behaved responsibly, this is the reality.

Opinions relating to autonomy and consent
Commenters raised issues tied to personal autonomy and
consent, a theme that appeared across different views on
mandatory  vaccinations. Many emphasized the
importance of bodily autonomy, arguing that forcing
vaccines would violate a person's fundamental right to
decide what happens to their body, rather than having the
government dictate it. These individuals often compared
vaccine passports to discrimination against those who
remained unvaccinated.

One commenter described it as: "It's about freedom of
movement. The passport is worse than a driver's license
but not quite as bad as the Star of David. It would be
similar to barring people from voting until they perform
an action they see as potentially harmful."

On the other side, some expressed frustration that the
absence of mandates and passports was restricting the
freedoms of vaccinated people. They believed that
introducing a passport system would allow restrictions to
be eased, and felt that compliant individuals were being
penalized while the unvaccinated held society back from
recovering.

For example: "Yes, those who've been vaccinated want
to move on with life. Everyone knows restrictions
damage businesses and rising cases strain healthcare. A
passport would protect both."

Another added: "I'm furious right now. We—the
vaccinated, now about 80% of the population—are
paying the price for the selfish 20% who refuse to get the
shot."

Those opposed to passports held firm in their belief that
such a system would coerce "free individuals" into
vaccination just to engage in normal societal activities.
One stated: "Proponents of vaccine passports truly want
to impose the heaviest possible restrictions on others to
pressure them into something they've freely decided
against."

Some also worried that Alberta's context made a passport
less likely to succeed compared to other provinces, as
holdouts would not suddenly get vaccinated. This
concern was linked to the proposed system's numerous
exemptions, such as temporary allowances for recent
COVID-19 recoveries.

A commenter suggested: "Rather than rushing a half-
hearted version at the last moment and leaving businesses
in chaos, we could have reopened slowly and cautiously,
kept some measures like masks, and prepared a proper
vaccine passport. Nearly every other province has
managed to reopen without ending up with our
outcomes."

Concerns about passport enforcement

Commenters highlighted potential negative impacts on
businesses if they were tasked with checking passports.
Many believed the government deliberately shifted
enforcement to private companies to shield itself from
anti-vaccine backlash. There was also significant worry
about the risks faced by low-wage workers who would
have to handle checks, with commenters arguing it was
unfair to expose them to harassment while simply
performing their duties.

One explained: "They're pushing the responsibility onto
individual businesses. If you decide to enforce the
passport, angry customers will blame you, not the
government. If it were simply made law..."

Another noted: "A key problem is who enforces these
passports. Retail workers have already faced abuse for
enforcing mask rules. Checking vaccine status—which
involves sensitive medical information—could lead to
even worse mistreatment."”

Some predicted that businesses might opt out of
enforcement to avoid protests, lost revenue, or
confrontations. This, they argued, would undermine the
system's effectiveness, as unvaccinated people would
simply patronize lenient venues, allowing transmission to
continue.

As one put it: "If we leave it up to businesses, many will
hesitate—either because they're anti-vax themselves or
because they fear losing customers and dealing with
backlash. If only some places require it, cases won't drop
because the unvaccinated will just go to competitors that
let them in, and spread will persist. Plus, responsible
businesses that do enforce it will be punished for doing
the right thing."

Another observed: "That's why many businesses and staff
have quietly stopped enforcing mask rules. With vaccine
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passports, we'd risk the same thing happening again. It's
simply unfair to place that load on those workers once
more."

Finally, commenters doubted that passports could be
meaningfully enforced legally. Referencing past cases
where mask violation fines were overturned in court, they
feared similar challenges would render the system
ineffective or unenforceable.

They pointed out that opponents would likely fight
violations in court, drawing parallels to previous
unsuccessful enforcement efforts in Alberta.

Concerns about the alberta government

Commenters frequently expressed strong dissatisfaction
with the Alberta government's approach to COVID-19
policies, criticizing both the overall restrictions and the
delayed introduction of vaccine mandates. This anger
seemed to come from a widespread belief that proof-of-
vaccination requirements were crucial for slowing the
virus's spread.

One commenter remarked: "We're definitely going to end
up with vaccine passports, along with mandatory masks
and restrictions on businesses. But thanks to Jason
Kenney, Alberta will be the last province in Canada to
get them."

Several people pointed out that the government went out
of its way to avoid calling the system a "vaccine
passport,"” which many saw as a blatant attempt to dodge
backlash from their core supporters.

For example: "In last week's announcement, the UCP
made it very clear this wasn't a vaccine passport. They
actually called it a 'conveniently sized paper card."
Others noted the government's obvious reluctance to
adopt a proof-of-vaccination program, especially since
Premier Jason Kenney had previously stated his
opposition to such a system.

A typical view was: "Since he's not mandating vaccines
or introducing a proper passport system—both of which
would clearly boost vaccination rates—he definitely
shares some of the blame."

These criticisms often included accusations of
corruption, with people claiming the government was
treading carefully on vaccine measures to preserve its
political power.

One person wrote: "Bringing in vaccine passports would
cause a major shift in the UCP's voter base toward the
Wildrose Independence Party. I believe that's what
Hinshaw was hinting at when he mentioned it would be
political suicide for Kenney. What a ridiculous situation."

A separate group of commenters focused on government
overreach. Generally opposed to mandates, they argued
that requiring proof of vaccination was ethically
indefensible and created a form of discrimination.

As one put it: "They're supporting segregation and forced
government mandates—both of which are completely
morally unacceptable."

Concerns about the logistics of vaccine passports

While not as dominant as complaints about the
government, some commenters raised practical worries
about how a proof-of-vaccination system would work.
Many feared technical problems, often referencing past
failures with Canada's COVID-19 contact-tracing apps.
One said: "I'm fine with the idea of passports, but if it
involves a third-party app, it'll be hard to persuade me
after the mess with the Alberta COVID contact-tracing
app."

Others predicted the system would have too many
weaknesses, particularly around the risk of forgery.

A commenter observed: "Even though Kenney strongly
opposes calling it a 'vaccine passport,' he announced that
people could download and print a document proving
their vaccination status. So they're essentially issuing a
vaccine passport without naming it that—especially since
everyone knows it can be easily forged."

There were also broader concerns about fairness and
access. Some argued that relying on digital solutions
would disadvantage people without the necessary
technology, such as smartphones.

One explanation was: "An app is likely to be chosen
because it's quick to update and cheap to roll out. But for
those without smartphones—like some low-income
individuals, the homeless, or older adults—this would
create a significant barrier. Any passport system needs a
solid alternative option if the main method is too difficult
for some people. Regardless of the format, everyone's
vaccination status should still be verifiable."

Opinions relating to the necessity of passports to avoid
lockdowns

Commenters showed deep frustration over the absence of
vaccine passports, arguing that without them, vaccinated
people were unfairly restricted in their everyday non-
essential activities.

One typical view was: "It's either vaccine passports with
higher vaccination rates, or we'll likely have to face
business shutdowns and limits on gatherings again. It's
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harsh on the majority of us who did the right thing, but
that's the reality."

Others pushed back, insisting that private businesses
should be allowed to require proof of vaccination if they
wish, but that a broad government mandate was
unnecessary.

As one put it: "Private businesses should absolutely have
the freedom to admit only vaccinated customers. They
just need to clearly advertise their policy so people can
choose whether or not to go there."

Many went beyond supporting passports for non-
essential venues like stores, salons, or restaurants, and
proposed consequences in healthcare for those who
remained unvaccinated.

For instance: "The logical next step after vaccine
passports would be higher healthcare premiums for the
unvaccinated—something [ would fully back."

Another elaborated: "Require payment upfront by a set
deadline, refunded only after completing the full vaccine
series. If not, that money could be pooled to bolster our
strained healthcare system."

Some commenters took an even harder line, suggesting
that hospitals should deny treatment to unvaccinated
patients who fall ill with COVID-19.

One stated bluntly: "There should be a vaccine passport
for hospitals. Let the anti-vaxxers get sick—society
would be better off without them. It's just natural
selection at work."

Overall, the findings indicate that opinions toward the
introduction of a vaccine passport in Alberta were largely
positive. The passport ultimately
implemented on 15 September 2021 [26]. Reddit
discussions predominantly supported the use of a
passport, although many users simultaneously raised
concerns regarding its rollout, enforcement, and
logistical challenges. These findings are consistent with
the limited body of existing research, which suggests that
attitudes toward vaccine mandates tend to be favorable
overall [27-29].

In alignment with previous studies, negative perceptions
of vaccine passports were most commonly associated
with concerns about bodily autonomy and personal
freedoms [28, 30]. Although commenters opposing
passports were fewer in number compared to supporters,
they frequently argued that such systems would unfairly
discriminate against individuals who were unvaccinated.
However, a divergence from the literature was observed
in the tone of opposition. Anti-passport sentiment in this
dataset was generally more restrained than the intensity

system was

observed in some pro-passport commentary [28]. For
instance, while opponents emphasized individual choice
regarding medical decisions, some supporters advocated
for extreme measures, including restricting unvaccinated
individuals’ access to healthcare services. Existing
literature has shown that opposition to vaccine passports
is often rooted in conspiracy-driven narratives and strong
anti-vaccination beliefs, particularly around privacy and
government surveillance [28, 30]. The relative absence of
such rhetoric in this dataset may be attributable to content
moderation practices on Reddit. Although the platform is
often viewed as enabling anonymous expression of
controversial viewpoints [31], subreddit moderators who
support vaccination policies may remove content
perceived as extreme or harmful.

The data also revealed substantial concerns related to the
enforcement of vaccine passports, as well as
dissatisfaction with government-led implementation and
operational feasibility. Notably, limited research has
examined these practical concerns, as most existing
studies focus primarily on ethical or human rights
implications. A novel contribution of this study is the
identification of implementation and logistical
apprehensions among individuals who otherwise
supported the concept of a vaccine passport.

With respect to enforcement, many commenters felt that
responsibility for implementing the passport was
disproportionately placed on businesses rather than the
provincial government. This perception appeared to
reflect  broader dissatisfaction  with  Alberta’s
government, which was reinforced by comments directly
criticizing political leadership. Commenters expressed
anger and frustration toward the premier’s opposition to
vaccine passports and his handling of COVID-19
prevention strategies. Some went further, characterizing
the provincial government as corrupt, indicating a
profound lack of trust in both political leadership and
governing institutions. These findings are consistent with
broader vaccine hesitancy literature, which frequently
identifies distrust in government as a central theme [32—
35]. However, a distinctive aspect of this dataset is that
distrust was expressed by both pro-vaccine and anti-
vaccine individuals. This may be partially explained by
Alberta’s management of the pandemic, during which the
province experienced nearly three times the case counts
of other provinces, excluding Saskatchewan [8—11].
Concerns regarding the logistical implementation of
vaccine passports were also evident, particularly
surrounding the technological systems required to access
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vaccination proof. While the availability of paper-based
vaccine certificates helped mitigate some of these
concerns, challenges remained for individuals who might
face barriers when applying for documentation online.
Overall, the findings demonstrate strong support for
vaccine passports among this sample of Reddit users,
with many commenters endorsing vaccine mandates as a
means to restore pre-pandemic social and economic
activities. Some supporters advocated for even stricter
policies than those implemented, including extending
passport requirements to healthcare settings. These views
may reflect heightened frustration among individuals
who complied with public health guidance yet continued
to experience restrictions on non-essential activities.
Additionally, dissatisfaction with provincial leadership
likely contributed to these sentiments. Many commenters
expressed resentment toward unvaccinated individuals,
attributing ongoing public health restrictions to their
refusal to receive vaccines.

Several limitations should be considered when
interpreting these findings. One key limitation relates to
the removal of content. While Reddit does not enforce a
platform-wide policy against misinformation, subreddit
moderators, including those of r/Alberta, have the
authority to remove posts containing anti-vaccine
misinformation. Removed comments are no longer
visible, making it impossible to determine the rationale
for their removal. Consequently, although the dataset
appeared overwhelmingly supportive of vaccine
passports, dissenting  views been
underrepresented. Furthermore, as a qualitative study, the
findings are not generalizable to the broader population
of Alberta. The anonymity of Reddit also prevents the
collection and analysis of demographic data and does not
guarantee that all commenters were residents of Alberta.
Additionally, the data were collected over a one-month
period, during which the vaccine passport was
implemented midway through the month [12]. This
timing may have influenced the findings, as users had
limited opportunity to reflect on the real-world impacts
of the policy. Although post-implementation data were
captured, discussion of the passport declined following
its introduction.

To the authors’ knowledge, this study is the first to
examine vaccine passport attitudes in Alberta using
social media data. These findings offer valuable insights
into public perceptions of mandatory vaccination
policies. Public health authorities should prioritize clear
and transparent communication regarding passport

may have

systems prior to implementation and establish consistent
enforcement mechanisms. The results may also inform
future research exploring the relationship between public
opinion and the effectiveness of stringent public health
interventions, such as vaccine passports, during public
health emergencies. Future studies could expand this
work by analyzing social media discussions across
multiple provinces to assess whether similar patterns
emerge during vaccine passport implementation.
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