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People with disabilities face an uneven playing field in COVID vaccination. 
 
“I took a gamble on vaccination. If I wound up on a ventilator and died, it was bad luck. 
If I were unvaccinated and contracted COVID-19, the likelihood of death associated with 
non-inoculation would likewise be quite high,” This wager did not reverse Khanh's 
fortune, which God bestowed upon him six years ago while he was on the verge of 
passing as a result of a fatal accident. 
 
Waves of mixed emotions were washing over Khanh along his vaccination pathway. Yet, 
the immunization process may be trouble-free for the able-bodied. By contrast, it would 
be a downright different story for people with disabilities (PwDs). 
 
And Khanh's challenging journey to get a COVID-19 vaccine is here to say. 
 

 
People with disabilities go get their COVID-19 vaccines. Photos are owned by authors. 

 
Vaccine hesitancy 
As a person with a severe physical impairment who lives with only one functioning lung, 
wears an in-front-of-neck tracheal tube for breathing 24 hours a day, and has hepatitis as 
an underlying medical disease, Khanh lands in a higher risk of developing a serious 
illness caused by COVID-19. Meanwhile, as per the Ministry of Health's suggestion, 
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COVID-19 vaccination is critical for this vulnerable group. Nevertheless, Khanh 
encountered much resistance and suspicion when he began seeking information about the 
COVID-19 vaccine and post-vaccination medical care. His friends and family members 
feared that with his immune-compromised health, the vaccine would put him in grave 
peril. 
 
People with disabilities, like the general population, may be hesitant to undergo 
vaccinations for a variety of reasons. Concerns about the vaccine's safety and 
effectiveness in relation to their disabilities and underlying health conditions, along with 
a dearth of credible information regarding vaccinations' influence on their health, appear 
to be a sure recipe for vaccination refusal. 
 
That denotes the absence of accessible communication focused specifically on the health 
of PwDs, despite information on the COVID-19 vaccine is omnipresent on mass media. 
Khanh and other PwDs like him have earnestly longed for organizations of PwDs to 
provide information about vaccines, including registration and accessible locations, 
presented in a range of accessible media and communication channels, but all they have 
acquired is an apparently interminable silence. 
 
In Vietnam, the importance of associations of PwDs in providing consultation on national 
disability policy remains unquestioned, according to Nguyen Hong Ha, head of the Ha 
Noi Independent Living Center for PwDs. For example, early in the pandemic, the 
associations were instrumental in supplying information to the Ministry of Health, which 
resulted in the publication of a COVID-19 prevention manual for PwDs. Following that, 
no additional moves were designed to disseminate information to the disabled 
community, particularly the deaf group, she says. 
 
Social media and vaccination 
Khanh's anxiety was heightened to extreme magnitudes by the exponential increase in 
infection among his neighbors. Worryingly, he reached out to his spinal cord injury 
Facebook group, where he learned about an online vaccination consultation for PwDs in 
Vietnam. The information session, supported by the Vaccine Confidence Fund, offered 
PwDs a rare window of opportunity to directly discuss with health professionals about 
vaccines and disabilities. Attending the session alleviated concerns and uncertainties that 
had been plaguing him for some time. Khanh came to learn that his underlying medical 
issues does not preclude him from receiving the COVID-19 vaccine. 
 
‘99 percent of us are eligible for the COVID-19 vaccination,’ confirms Dang Huyen, one 
of the doctors who works for the Ministry of Health's expanded immunization program, 
speaking at the information session. While the COVID-19 vaccines do not achieve 100 
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percent effectiveness, their high level of efficacy in preventing major disease and death is 
up to 95 percent, and they are also effective against the Omicron strain. Notably, she 
asserts, vaccines have no potential to modify our genes or take a toll on women's 
reproductive health. 
 
While social media is not the sole stimulant, it is unavoidable in nudging PwDs into an 
inclination for vaccination. This especially proves so true when it comes to the hearing-
impaired community. Due to the linguistic boundary, those who are deaf or hard of 
hearing rarely read online newspapers. Rather, they have a predilection for Facebook, in 
as much as this platform is significantly accessible for them with sign language 
interpreter videos, says Quynh, a sign language instructor. “At first, some of my deaf 
friends were afraid of the immunization. Then I made Messenger video calls to explain 
everything to them. They all understood and decided to get the vaccine by that time,” she 
says. 
 
Inaccessible vaccination centers 
Nothing is more frustrating than weaving through the freezing drizzle to arrive at the 
immunization center, which is over a kilometer from Khanh's house, only to discover that 
there are no wheelchair ramps, yet four-step stairs at the entry instead. 
 
This is not a new assertion. Though PwDs have been prioritized for vaccination in the 
government's vaccination rollout plan, says Ha, access barriers, ranging from the initial 
sign-up process to on-site navigation, seem to be impeding this demographic from 
receiving a vaccine. The website did not have a section for PwDs to submit vaccination 
requests. Inaccessible transportation deflates the spirits of those who require specialized 
transportation to get to the site. Even if they ultimately, after a great deal of work, make it 
to the vaccination centers, navigating there anew poses another challenge. 
 
Accessible entrances, such as wide doorways, no steps, handrails, and parking spaces, as 
well as clear and easy-to-read signage, or sign language interpreters for those with 
hearing impairments, or braille for the blind, have been absent from almost all 
vaccination centers. Several immunizations were staged in newly constructed buildings 
or hospitals equipped with ramps and elevators. This is not the case, however, for all 
vaccination centers across the country. 
 
Phuc, a Deaf individual, felt a dismay after witnessing many disabled people standing in 
long queues without any seating or sunshade covers. There is an instance of a Deaf 
person who became ineligible for vaccination because he unconsciously declared 
incorrect personal information on the required health screening form before the injection. 
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He explains. “There being no assistance from a sign language interpreter, the form is 
riddled with convoluted sentences.” 
 
What has been done to vaccinate PwDs  
The COVID vaccine inequities notwithstanding, it would be unjust to disregard all levels 
of government's current efforts to vaccinate PwDs. Senior citizens and individuals with 
disabilities have benefited from at-home immunization drives. A person with a disability 
obtained a polite help from medical personnel or center staffs at the immunization 
centers. 

 
At home, a medic gives the COVID-19 vaccine to a person with a physical impairment. 

Photo is owned by authors 
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Khanh was taken aback, and he expressed gratitude to the nurses and doctors who 
assembled to provide him with a wheelchair lift to the injection area. Despite being 
swamped with work, several medics found time to assist PwDs with the inoculation 
procedure, such as communicating with the Deaf through written notes or filling in 
paperwork for individuals with vision impairments. 
 

 
A member of staff assists a blind person in getting to an injection table. Photo is owned 

by authors 
 

“The doctor is quite pleasant and helpful. She doesn’t know sign language though, she 
walked me through the vaccination process by making gestures instead,” says Nhung, a 
hearing-loss nail artist. “She even gave me her Zalo number in such a way that I could 
contact her for further advice on how to deal with possible side effects.” 
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This has not been, of course, sufficient for vaccine equity. More action and advocacy are 
needed to build vaccine confidence and ensure that COVID vaccination is truly, 
completely, and universally accessible to all PwDs. 
 
Stay, think, and do positive 

Khanh psychologically and physically prepared for unanticipated scenarios, even 
readying for the very worst of "no longer seeing the rainbow" following COVID-19 jabs. 
Surprisingly, he escaped the side effects unscathed. Khanh was just somewhat below par, 
with a minor swelling at the injection site for the first two days after vaccination. 

The immune responses differ from person to person. Certain individuals may suffer mild-
to-moderate symptoms that are transient. Others, Huyen says, may not be at all. And this 
does not always indicate that the injection or your immune system is failing to work 
properly. Given the unpredictable nature of COVID and people re-entering the world, she 
adds a different warning, it is of the essence to get vaccinated and comply with the 
government's 5K recommendations such that to protect ourselves against the ferocity of 
COVID-19. 

Had I known that COVID vaccination was not as frightening or as detrimental to health 
as I assumed, I would have gotten vaccinated sooner, with an optimistic smile exuding 
from his face, Khanh states unequivocally. “It's even possible for someone like me, who 
has a severely compromised immune system, to win that COVID-19 vaccination 
‘gamble’.” 

 


