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Abstract 

 

The Philippines’ War Against Drugs 

and the Public Voices: 
The Dynamic Relationship Between Policy and 

Citizens’ Attitude and Engagement 

 

 

Lady Fatima H. Dela Cruz 

Global Public Administration Major 

The Graduate School of Public Administration 

Seoul National University 

 

 

Using the case of the Philippines’ anti-illegal drugs policy and people’s 

opinion about it, this study explores the dynamic relationship between public 

policy and citizens’ attitude and engagement with it. Drawing from Attitudinal 

Policy Feedback framework developed by Pacheco (2013), this aims to 

examine the mutually transforming relationship between public policy and 

citizens’ attitude and engagement. 

The paper looks into the characteristics of Philippine President  

Rodrigo R. Duterte’s anti-illegal drugs policy in terms of tangibility, visibility, 

and length of implementation and how these become crucial factors in 

generating feedback in the form of public opinion. Analysis of data from 

Facebook shows the types of social media content related to the policy that 

spawn strong public reaction and how people’s attitude and engagement with 

the policy result to some changes in its implementation. Finally, the prospect 

of this kind of dynamics between policy and citizen engagement to the 
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continuation of the anti-illegal drugs policy and other related policies are also 

discussed. In the end, the study confirms the mutually transforming relationship 

between public policy and citizens’ attitude and engagement. 

 

Keywords: Public Policy, Citizen Engagement, Public Opinion, 

Social Networking Site, Policy Feedback, Facebook 
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Chapter 1. Introduction 

 

Beginning November 2015 when he officially announced that he was 

running for president of the Philippines for the May 2016 elections, one of the 

things then Davao City Mayor Rodrigo R. Duterte promised in his presidential 

campaign was that he would end criminality and drugs in three to six months if 

he wins. His campaign rhetoric against drugs and criminality was clear. He 

would not tolerate small and big-time drug dealers and the war against drugs 

would be a bloody one. He promised to kill thousands if only to rid his country 

of criminality and abuses the soonest possible time. 

His celebrated success as mayor of Davao City, one of the major cities 

south of the Philippines, for seven terms or more than two decades was proof 

of his capability to overhaul the Philippines according to his supporters. While 

critics pointed out records of human rights violations and disregard of law and 

procedures in dealing with accused criminals in Davao City and his threats and 

profanities directed against accused criminals, law violators, and narco-

politicians; his brazen attitude was lauded by his supporters, comparing his 

action-oriented stance against his more diplomatic rivals. In May 2016 

presidential elections, Duterte won by a landslide, garnering 39% or 16.6 

million votes against five other candidates (Inquirer.net, 2016).  

Right after he assumed his position in July 2016, Duterte began to carry 

out his “war on drugs” policy. The all-out war against illegal drugs was 

officially launched by the Philippine National Police (PNP) with the mission of 

clearing drug-affected barangays1 across the country and conducting 

operations against drug personalities and syndicates. It aimed to address the 

                                                           
1 Barangay is the smallest political unit in the Philippines under towns/municipalities 

and cities. 
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country’s mounting concern on drug abuse as government data revealed that as 

of February 2016, about 27% of 42,065 barangays in the Philippines were drug-

affected (PNP, 2016; Gavilan 2017). 

Six months after Duterte administration’s launch of its anti-illegal 

drugs policy, the period by which he promised to end criminality and illegal 

drug abuse in the Philippines, the PNP data recorded more than 7,000 people 

killed in the war against drugs, including more than 2,000 drug suspects killed 

during police operations (Bueza, 2017). 

The anti-illegal drugs policy of the Duterte administration generated 

strong and varied reactions from the citizens, as well as from the international 

community. Supporters commended the efforts of the administration to end 

criminality and drug abuse in the country. On the other hand, critics of the 

policy equated the figures accomplished by the war against drugs to the 

staggering human rights violations by Duterte administration.  

Social networking sites (SNSs) became one of the arenas for 

contestations on the anti-illegal drugs policy. The initial years of the Duterte 

administration saw a proliferation of online contents related to the 

implementation of the anti-illegal drugs policy coming from established media 

organizations, as well as from individual citizens and groups. The availability 

of these online contents encouraged people to engage with one another in social 

media. Varieties of reactions, comments, and shares, on articles, news, opinion 

pieces, and even memes about controversial arrests and killings of ordinary and 

prominent people filled the social media feeds of ordinary Filipinos. 

In the literature of policy processes, we always find the notion of 

citizens’ opinion affecting agenda setting and formation of policies. Various 

forms of pressure from the citizens, especially through organized interest 

groups and mass public, have pushed for people inside the government—those 

who are involved in agenda setting and formation of policy alternatives—to 
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consider varieties of issues, problems, and solutions (Kingdon, 1984). Policy 

processes, however, are not only one-way streets. As much as there are actors 

who create policies, there are also policies that influence, activate, strengthen, 

or weaken these actors, particularly their attitude towards and engagement in 

policies. The resulting feedback generated from these actors also become 

impetus for changes in the implementation of the policy. Therefore, rather than 

describe the relationship between policies and people’s attitude and 

engagement as one-directional, with the former influencing the latter, or vice 

versa, it may be helpful to look at this relationship as mutually transforming, 

with both sides affecting changes on the other. 

This study of the Philippines’ anti-illegal drugs policy and citizens’ 

attitude and engagement aim to uncover the dynamics between the policy and 

public’s attitude and engagement. Unlike many other policies that do not 

produce such overwhelming public reaction, the Duterte administration’s anti-

illegal drugs policy generated a tremendous response from the people. The 

objective of this research, therefore, is to uncover the nature and characteristics 

of a policy that would encourage strong citizen participation, on the one hand, 

and how the people’s reactions pushed for changes or modifications in the 

implementation of the policy, on the other hand. 

Furthermore, this study also aims to explore the nature of social media 

and SNSs, particularly Facebook, which is the most commonly used SNS in the 

Philippines, as a legitimate sphere of citizen engagement on policies. Drawing 

from the theory of the public sphere by Jurgen Habermas, as well as more recent 

articles on the use of social media and SNSs, I would like to describe his notions 

and extend the concept to SNSs as contemporary public spheres. Using this, I 

will argue that the use of SNSs is a legitimate form of social and political 

participation; hence, a valid source of data when we talk of social and political 

engagement of the public on government policies. 
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1.1 Statement of the Problem 

The main research problem this study would like to explore is the 

relationship between public policy and citizens’ attitude and engagement.  

Specifically, the researcher would like to know how a public policy 

generates feedback in the form of citizens’ attitude and engagement. Why are 

some policies able to produce feedback in the form of public opinion? What are 

the characteristics and nature of policies that enable such engagement? 

On the other hand, how do citizens react and interact with public 

policies? Specific to the case of the Philippines, what are the people’s reactions 

to Duterte’s drug policy? How do they show keen support or illicit strong 

disagreement to the policy? 

Finally, what is the prospect of this kind of dynamics between policy 

and citizen engagement to the continuation/discontinuation of the policy or to 

future policies related to drugs and other institutions or structures affecting the 

implementation of the anti-illegal drugs policy? 

 

1.2 Significance of the Study 

The study on the Philippines’ war against drugs aims to achieve two 

main contributions. Theoretically, it aims to contribute to the existing literature 

on the relationship between public policy and citizens’ attitude and engagement 

by showing the particularities of the Philippine case. It endeavors to show 

unique characteristics and nature of policies and citizens that get involved in 

such kind of dynamics.  

Methodologically, this paper aims to contribute to the use of new 

means of generating and analyzing data through the social media, especially 

public opinion, as this seems to be one of the biggest contributions of the 

medium in the policy feedback process. The literature of social media shows 
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how it has reshaped traditional ways of political participation. Its democratizing 

capability has opened channels even to those who have little education, income, 

and political association. The language of the social media is that of the 

ordinary people and everyone can engage with anyone regardless of age, 

economic status, background, and political and social disposition. 

 

1.3 Ethical Consideration 

This study was highly reliant on data from Facebook which included 

people’s opinion about issues surrounding the Philippines’ anti-illegal drugs 

policy under the Duterte administration. The social media contents were posted 

public and the researcher believed that there was no need to ask permission 

from each of the thousands of people who commented on the contents. The 

researcher made sure, however, that no specific comments or opinions will be 

associated to any particular person and none of the names of Facebook users 

will appear in the study. 
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Chapter 2. Review of Related Literature 

 

2.1 Theoretical Framework 

Public policies are often seen as results, but rarely as causes, of 

democratic processes (Campbell, 2007). When we think of policies, we look at 

them as outcomes of actions and dynamics among different policy actors, 

institutions, and structures. We look into the interconnectedness of these 

different factors in determining what agenda are elevated and to which direction 

policies gear toward. 

Kingdon (1984), for example, discussed the dynamics among three 

policy streams—problems, politics, and policy—in agenda setting and 

subsequent policy formation. He defined problems as everyday conditions that 

people recognize as requiring change as they do not adhere to certain values or 

they appear problematic in comparison to other contexts. How problems are 

portrayed could have an effect on how the agenda would be elevated and on 

what policies would be formulated to solve them. When it comes to the political 

stream, certain events such as elections and changes in the administration, 

adaption of certain ideas among political groups that could change political 

mood, or demands of interest groups could also have an effect on agenda setting 

(Kingdon, 1984). Finally, policy refers to specific proposals or ideas that float 

around and whose survival depends on a number of criteria including “technical 

feasibility, congruence with the values of community members, and the 

anticipation of future constraints, including a budget constraint, public 

acceptability, and politicians’ receptivity” (Kingdon, 1984, p. 200). Among 

these policy streams, he also discussed the roles of policy actors, which he 

categorized between visible and hidden participants. He defined visible 

participants as those “who receive considerable press and public attention 



 

7 
 

(including) the president and his high-level appointees, prominent members of 

the Congress, the media, and such elections-related actors as political parties 

and campaigners” (Kingdon, 1984, p. 199) and who decide on which agenda 

should be elevated; on the other hand, bureaucrats, members of the academe, 

consultants and researchers, congressional staff, and all those who are involved 

in considering and crafting specific policy proposals and solutions comprise the 

hidden participants. While each stream develops independent from one another, 

the “coupling” or combination of these streams result to the rise of an issue in 

the policy agenda table (Kingdon, 1984). 

Some scholars have explored, however, the capability of public policy 

itself to influence democratic processes (Campbell, 2007). For example, 

historical institutionalism and policy feedback, as expounded by many scholars, 

talk of the impact of policies in politics and future policy-making processes 

(Beland, 2010). Theda Skocpol discussed the effect policy has on the expansion 

of state capacity. According to her, the necessity to implement policies result 

to changes in the state, often increasing its administrative capability, which 

could affect future policy formation and implementation (Beland, 2010; 

Pierson, 1994). In order to implement certain policies, the state may adapt some 

changes on how it usually performs its mandate. These newly adapted changes, 

in turn, may have consequential effects on formulation of future policies and/or 

implementation thereof. 

While some policies may have some enhancing effect on the capacity 

of the state, some existing policies, however, can also have limiting 

consequences to succeeding or future policy developments as explained by the 

concept of lock-in effect. Pierson (1994) explained the lock-in effect as “policy-

induced emergence of elaborate social and economic networks that greatly 

increase the cost of adopting once-possible alternative and inhibit exit from a 

current policy path” (p. 42). It means that adaption of existing policies may 
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create conditions that may eventually constrict or make it more difficult, 

although not impossible, to develop other policy alternatives that would require 

different capacity or conditions; thereby, creating a lock-in to the existing 

policy (Beland, 2010; Pierson, 1994).  

 Apart from the effects policies can have on state institutions and 

structures, policies can also influence formation and behavior of interest groups 

(Beland, 2010; Pierson, 1994). Certain policies may create opportunities and 

motivations to strengthen influence, mobilization, and political participation 

and activities of interest groups; some groups may actually be funded by the 

government as provided by the policies created (Pierson, 1994).  

These perspectives show that policy direction is not unilateral, with 

only institutions, structures, and different policy actors influencing policy 

formation. Rather, the relationship of policies to these other factors can be 

viewed as mutually transforming with both sides shaping and influencing the 

other. 

 

Attitudinal Policy Feedback 

The transformative nature of policies can affect, not just meso (e.g., 

interest groups) and macro structures (e.g., institutions, state, etc.) but also, 

micro structures such as individuals. While some scholars have focused 

attention on the relationship between policies and institutions and groups of 

policy actors, some have shifted their attention to the relationship between 

policies and individuals—their attitude and participation both in reacting to and 

in actively shaping policies and their implementation. This is coming from their 

analyses that state policies and programs, especially those that have 

implications on the economic well-being of the people such as the 
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implementation of the Social Security Systems, encourage people’s interests 

and participation on political issues (Beland, 2010; Campbell, 2007).  

Drawing on the works of other scholars, Pacheco (2013) in her study 

of the impact of smoking bans in restaurants on people’s attitude towards 

smokers, secondhand smoke, and other anti-smoking policies, discussed two 

pathways by which policies influence attitude of the people. The first is by 

direct experience. As individuals become more exposed to a certain policy, they 

become used to it, which could further lead to them supporting other related 

policies and changes in social norms and nature of policy environment in the 

future (Soss and Schram, 2007; Pacheco, 2013). In this sense, what exactly a 

direct experience on drug policy means to Filipinos is the question that needs 

to be explored.  

The second way is by means of the information they receive. Usually, 

the information received by the individuals are highly influenced by the 

political elites (Pacheco, 2013). So how the political elites frame policy 

information affects the way individuals accept or reject them. Analysis of this 

aspect entails knowing exactly who frames such policy information and how 

this is being disseminated to the public. It is also important to know how people 

react to such framing and how they perceive influencers of the anti-drug policy 

rhetoric. Focus on this pathway becomes much more relevant when we utilize 

the social media as a means of gathering and evaluating people’s attitude and 

engagement in the policy. The receptive nature of the social media to different 

kinds of information may characteristically generate wide range of claims 

regarding the policy and, consequently, variety of opinions from the public.  

Apart from these pathways, there are three factors relating to the 

characteristics of the policy that influence public opinion—tangibility, 

visibility, and length of exposure. Tangibility refers to the degree of effect a 

policy has on the individuals. Highly tangible policies are those that are directly 
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experienced by the citizens, while policies that are not directly experienced are 

low in tangibility. Visibility, on the other hand, refers to the reach of a policy 

and how much attention it draws from a large number of people. Length of 

exposure is also important as it is assumed that the longer an individual has 

been exposed to a policy, the stronger and deeply engrained his/her opinion 

becomes toward that policy (Pacheco, 2013). 

Pacheco (2013) further proposed that highly tangible policies influence 

“three facets of mass attitudes: affect toward target populations; beliefs about 

what is right/wrong, good/bad, and safe/dangerous; and judgments for future 

policy interventions” (p. 715). Certain policies may be directed to a large group 

of individuals, while others on select segments of the population. Further, there 

are policies that aim to elevate the status of its target population and policies 

that punish certain segments. The crucial role of identifying the subject or target 

of the policy and ascribing the effect of the policy—whether it is upgrading or 

degrading the status of the target population—lies in the government. (Pacheco, 

2013). The attribution towards target population, although a main role of the 

government, has influence on the segments of the population who are not target 

of the policy. A policy may frame sectors of the population in a positive or a 

negative light; therefore, activating or strengthening certain kind of perceptions 

of the other segments of the population towards them. “If a policy is inclusive, 

expanding the status of target populations, then political attitudes are expected 

to be positive. If a policy is exclusive, alienates a segment of the population, or 

signals that policy targets are of lesser status, then attitudes about those people 

are expected to be negative” (Pacheco, 2013: p. 717). In the case of the 

Philippines, this facet was explored by looking at how the drug policy 

influenced people’s opinion of the target population, or those labeled by the 

policy as drugs personalities. 
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Apart from influencing how individuals view other members of the 

society, tangible policies may also affect people’s social and political normative 

views or beliefs (Pacheco, 2013). Public policy may be seen as a form of social 

control, setting expectations on individual beliefs and actions. Support of a 

certain policy means adherence to the values, beliefs, and ideals that inform that 

policy. 

Finally, tangible policies may also influence individuals’ perception of 

other policies that complement or contradict existing policies (Pacheco, 2013). 

Policies that appear to match the objectives and achievements of other existing 

policies may likewise be supported by those who got comfortable with them, 

while those that contradict accepted policies may also receive rejection from 

the public. In the case of the anti-illegal drugs policy, question of what other 

policies, institutions, and structures are related or have direct connection with 

the anti-illegal drugs policy, and how the public consequently perceives them, 

was also explored.  

Further extending Pacheco’s (2013) proposal of how policy influences 

people’s attitude to the other side of the mutually transforming relationship 

between the two, people’s perspective and attitude toward the policy’s target 

population, their normative views, and judgements on future policy 

interventions, on the other hand, can greatly affect implementation of the 

existing policy and conceptualization of future policies. The feedback the 

policy generate from the people may shape the policy itself—may strengthen 

it, reinforce it, weaken it, or demand changes in it—or may motivate future 

policy initiatives. 

These analytical concepts were explored in this study of the Duterte 

administration’s anti-illegal drugs policy and its mutually transforming 

relationship with the people’s attitude and engagements with the policy. 
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Figure 1. Illustration of the Relationship Between the Duterte Administration’s 

Anti-Illegal Drugs Policy and People’s Attitude and Engagement Based on 

Pacheco’s (2013) Model 

 

2.2 Setting the Agenda of the Philippines’ War Against 

Drugs Under the Duterte Administration 

The war against illegal drugs as a national policy agenda did not start 

upon the assumption of President Rodrigo R. Duterte. It started as early as the 

campaign period for the 2016 presidential elections. It is of great interest to 

many scholars and observers how the fight against illegal drug abuse and trade, 

which was overlooked in the past and merely regarded as localized concern of 

communities and local government units (LGUs), was suddenly raised as an 

important national issue meriting the status of a campaign agenda of one of the 

strongest presidential candidates and gaining prominence akin to campaign for 

stronger economy, for good governance, against corruption, against poverty, 

and other usual national election calls. Kingdon’s (1984) three policy streams 

and the “coupling” or combination of these streams, as elaborated in the 

previous section, provide important analytical concepts in looking at how then-

presidential candidate Duterte elevated the drug problem as a national concern.  

Duterte 
administration's 

anti-illegal 
drugs policy

Pathways: Direct or through 
information received

Characteristics: Tangibility, 
visibility, and length of exposure

People's 
attitude towards  
and engagement 
with the policy

Affect toward target populations; 
normative views; and judgments 
for future policy interventions
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 As a problem, illegal drug use has been recognized as an issue that 

needs to be addressed for many years now. With illegal drug use comes other 

related issues of increased criminality, destruction of the family as an important 

institution in the Philippine society, non-adherence to long-held community 

values, and bigger problems of drug trade and smuggling. Prior to the 2016 

presidential elections campaign, however, these were treated as localized 

concerns. Although there have been laws to address the problems, unless they 

involved big-time drug dealers and smugglers, the issues were dealt with mostly 

in the level of communities and LGUs. 

 The other important policy stream is the political stream. In this case, 

it refers primarily to the 2016 presidential elections and the rise of Duterte as 

one of the strongest contenders. Duterte gained popularity as mayor of Davao 

City, one of the prominent cities south of the Philippines, for more than two 

decades. As Mayor Duterte, he gained reputation for his unusual manner of 

dealing with drug addicts and criminals—using threats, and, according to 

himself, even resorting to violence to warn and punish wrongdoers. According 

to his critics, he was notorious for extrajudicial killings and violations of human 

rights in Davao City during his term. His name has been implicated in a number 

of summary executions carried out by a supposed vigilante group allegedly 

supported by him in Davao City (Mangahas, Ilagan, Lucero, and Maru, 2016). 

People were worried that cases of human rights violations would become 

rampant under a Duterte administration similar to what supposedly happened 

in his city. Some people raised concerns as to the kind of leadership he would 

adopt if he wins the election. He established an image of the strongman at the 

local level. Thomson (2016), referring to John Sidel’s 2004 study on “Bossism 

and Democracy in the Philippines, Thailand, and Indonesia: Towards an 

Alternative Framework for the Study of ‘Local Strongmen’,” believed that 

“bossism” best described Duterte’s leadership style—enjoying long-term 
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monopoly over coercive and economic resources by managing his city like a 

private fiefdom.  

On the other hand, some people saw him as a welcome alternative to 

the other politicians. Duterte did not come from the landed elites and political 

dynasties, a characteristic typical of many prominent politicians in the 

Philippines. If he wins, he would be the first president to come from Mindanao, 

the island group south of the Philippines, which many people believed have 

been overlooked by many administrations in the past due to its distance from 

Manila, the center of government power. Many people, especially those from 

Mindanao and, to some extent, those in Visayas (the other island group in the 

middle of the Philippines), were hoping that a Duterte presidency would mean 

development for the previously neglected regions and provinces in the 

Philippines. His penchant for expletives and threats in his public speeches, 

although viewed by some as unbecoming of a public figure, more so of a 

presidential candidate, was seen by others as manifestation of his sincerity and 

no-nonsense and irreverent attitude. His strong leadership style, although feared 

and frowned upon by some, was seen by others as an effective and much needed 

kind of leadership to counter the ills of the society. As Thomson (2016) best 

put it, 

In an environment of lawlessness, where institutions are weak, 

the strongman who protects the good common tao (people) 

against the evil criminals is not only able to legitimize his 

ruthless modus operandi but also to ensure his long-term hold on 

office. (p. 56) 

 

Both seen as an advantage and a drawback relative to his opponents for the 

presidential seat, Duterte’s image and leadership style definitely set him apart 

from other politicians.  

 The 2016 presidential elections provided the impetus for a shift on how 

Filipino citizens see, first, Duterte, not as a city mayor but, as a presidential 
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candidate and as an alternative to the more prominent names in Philippine 

politics; and second, his narrative of change through eradication of drugs, 

criminality, and corruption as opposed to the discourse of development through 

stronger democracy, economic growth, poverty reduction, or good governance 

as espoused by previous administrations and his opponents. It set the stage for 

the government and the people to consider new policy directions with the 

change in administration. 

 The coupling of these two policy streams resulted to the elevation of 

the illegal drug problem as a national policy issue beginning campaign season 

for 2016 elections with Duterte as the most visible actor espousing his agenda 

of eradication of illegal drugs within three to six months if he wins the election. 

His strong presidential bid granted him media and public attention, which 

became instrumental in the framing of drug abuse and criminality, not only as 

localized concerns but, as problems that had bigger and far-reaching 

implications to national development. He estimated about 3.7 million drug 

addicts in the Philippines, more than double the number previously accounted 

by the government agencies handling illegal drug concerns—the Dangerous 

Drug Board (DDB) approximated the number at 1.24 million and the Philippine 

Drug Enforcement Agency (PDEA) and the Philippine National Police (PNP) 

at 1.8 million (Mangahas, et al., 2016). He elevated the concern by using the 

“radical rhetoric portraying a corrupt elite that coddles drug dealers and 

addicts” (Thomson, 2016, p. 42). 

 Without referring to them as policy streams, Curato (2016) provided a 

very good elaboration of the relationship between the problem of illegal drugs 

and the pivotal moment of Duterte’s rise during the presidential elections 

campaign using the “politics of anxiety” and the “politics of hope.” She 

described the problem of illegal drugs as a “latent anxiety...a shared sense of 

distress among communities, but one that remains in the background. It is 
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present but not central, mundane but still worrisome, publicized but not 

politicized” (p. 98-99). The drug problem was part of daily conversations, but 

was only concentrated in communities and neighborhood and far from being 

viewed as part of political discourse. It was not difficult, therefore, for Duterte 

to use this latent anxiety and politicize the issue that was already familiar and 

even close to home for many voters. He made the issue more visible, even 

overstating the problem itself, and stressing the importance of instituting 

measures to repress criminality—banking on the “politics of anxiety” (Curato, 

2016). 

 After successfully provoking anxiety among the people, however, 

came the offering of what Curato (2016) referred to as the “politics of hope,” 

with its forward-looking, positive, and empowering orientation. Duterte 

appealed to the people to make his campaign promises possible and to help him 

win the election against other political elites. Despite the grim situation of the 

country with its mounting problems, the people could look forward to a 

potentially positive future that was within their control. The upcoming election 

and their support of Duterte gave them an opportunity and a sense of 

empowerment to participate in something that could spell the difference in their 

lives. 

 Duterte’s campaign call against drugs and criminality first appealed to 

the elite and the middle class, not only in his strong regional bases in Visayas 

and Mindanao but also those in Manila—groups who were concerned with their 

peace and order situation, and fearful of being victimized by criminals and drug 

addicts (Thomson, 2016; Teehankee, 2016). These people have had enough of 

the daily news of heinous crimes, many of which purportedly committed by 

people under the influence of drugs. The connection between criminality and 

drug abuse seems logical anyway; hence, the support for Duterte’s campaign 

calls. It also helped that he could use Davao City as a compelling model for his 
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platform. Davao was described as “a city transformed from violence and 

conflict (the “murder capital of the Philippines”) to a peaceful place where 

business and culture flourished and which had been named among the most 

liveable in Asia” (Thomson, 2016, p. 55). Initial Duterte supporters saw in 

Davao City a prototype of the kind of transformation they hoped for the 

Philippines to have under the Duterte presidency. 

 Curato (2016), in her study of Duterte’s rise to power, pointed to the 

concept of populism to explain Duterte’s appeal to more than 16 million 

Filipinos who casted their votes on him. Drawing from the works of other 

scholars, she established the “broad consensus…about the logic underpinning 

populism, which is the construction of an antagonism between ‘the people’ and 

‘the dangerous other’” (p. 94). In Duterte’s narrative, the antagonism was 

between the law-abiding citizens and the criminals, most especially the drug 

addicts and pushers (Curato, 2016). This dichotomy was well played out during 

the campaign and attracted the support of the middle class and the elites, who 

saw themselves as the law-abiding citizens that needed to be protected from the 

criminals. Duterte was seen as an ally and a strong leader that could provide 

this protection through his promise to aggressively fight illegal drugs and 

criminality. This dichotomy resulted to a more specific type of populism—

penal populism, which demands “harsher mechanisms for social control to 

address the public’s demand to be ‘tough on crime’” (Curato, 2016, p. 94). 

Crucial in the concept of penal populism is the public’s consensus of the need 

to treat criminals differently from the righteous citizens and impose severe 

punishments on the former to protect the latter. 

 In the May 2016 presidential elections, Duterte won by a landslide, 

garnering 39% or 16.6 million votes against five other candidates (Inquirer.net, 

2016). Upon his assumption in July 2016, Duterte began to carry out his “war 

on drugs” policy. The all-out war against illegal drugs was officially launched 
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by one of its enforcement agencies, the Philippine National Police (PNP) 

through its Command Memorandum Circular (CMC) No. 16-2016, known as 

the PNP Anti-Illegal Drugs Campaign Plan – Project: “Double Barrel.” CMC 

No. 16-2016 set the guidelines and procedures to be conducted by the PNP in 

its drug-related operations with the mission of clearing “all drug affected 

barangays across the country, conduct no let up operations against illegal drugs 

personalities, and dismantle drug syndicates” (PNP, 2016; Gavilan 2017).  

As stated in CMC No. 16-2016, lower barrel police operations would 

be conducted in the barangay levels as data from the Philippine Drug 

Enforcement Agency (PDEA) said that as of February 2016, about 27% of 

42,065 barangays in the Philippines were drug-affected, or those with existence 

of drug users, pushers, and other drug personalities. The circular further noted 

that most of the victims of the drug problem came from the disadvantaged 

sector (PNP, 2016).  

Another data from the Department of the Interior and Local 

Government (DILG) said that there were 20,252, or as high as less than 50%, 

drug-affected barangays in the Philippines as of April 2017. In terms of the 

extent of barangay drug exposure, the National Capital Region (NCR), which 

includes Manila and 16 other cities had the highest with 97.30% of its 

barangays affected by drugs (Mangahas, Lucero, Maru, Carvajal, & Antiquerra, 

2017b). 

As per the circular, the lower barrel approach, more popularly known 

as the Project Tokhang, would include visits to houses of suspected drug 

personalities to encourage them to stop their illegal activities and surrender to 

authorities. The list of drug personalities to be visited was to be obtained and 

validated by the respective police units having jurisdiction of the place of 

residence. Police coordination with national and local government agencies 

such as the PDEA, Dangerous Drugs Board, LGUs, community-based anti-drug 
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abuse councils, media, and non-government organizations (NGOs) should also 

be done prior to visits to ensure compliances in investigation and operations 

and to solicit support from other stakeholders. Lastly, processing and 

documentation of those who would surrender and further monitoring of 

activities of other drug personalities should be done after house visitations 

(PNP, 2016). 

The upper barrel approach, called the Project HVT (for High-Value 

Target), on the other hand, would be conducted in city, provincial, regional, and 

national levels focusing on national and international drug trafficking (PNP, 

2016; Gavilan 2017). The circular openly identified three transnational drug 

syndicates operating in the Philippines; namely, 1) the Chinese or Filipino-

Chinese drug syndicate, 2) the African Drug Syndicate, and 3) the Mexican-

Sinaloa Drug Cartel (PNP, 2016) 

Apart from anti-illegal drugs operations, the circular also covered a 

program to reform the police ranks with the PNP Internal Cleansing, which 

would arrest and prosecute members of the PNP who would be involved in 

illegal activities related to drugs including case fixing, recycling of confiscated 

drugs, and acting as protectors of drug personalities. Conduct of education, 

awareness, and rehabilitation programs, especially for drug users who would 

voluntarily surrender would also be done (PNP, 2016; Gavilan 2017). 

The PNP’s CMC No. 16-2016 was just the initial official response to 

President Duterte’s standing order to curtail illegal drugs. Following Executive 

No. 15 dated March 6, 2017, the Inter-Agency Committee on Anti-Illegal Drugs 

(ICAD), chaired by the PDEA, was created to ensure comprehensive 

implementation and to consolidate and monitor all anti-illegal drugs operations 

and activities of 20 member agencies (Office of the President of the Philippines, 

2016; The Inter-Agency Committee on Anti-Illegal Drugs, n.d.). The member 

agencies were divided into four clusters: 1) Enforcement Cluster, responsible 
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for the anti-illegal drugs operations; 2) Justice Cluster, responsible for handling 

of all legal aspects of the war against illegal drugs; 3) Advocacy Cluster, for 

advocacy campaigns and information dissemination; 4) Rehabilitation and 

Reintegration Cluster, for managing drug rehabilitation programs and 

community reintegration of former drug addicts (ICAD, n.d.).   

Six months after Duterte administration’s launch of its drug policy, the 

period by which he promised to end criminality and illegal drug abuse in the 

Philippines, figures based on the PNP data recorded more than 7,000 people 

killed in the war against drugs, including more than 2,000 drug suspects killed 

during police operations (Bueza, 2017). 
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Chapter 3. Methodology 

 

3.1 Methodological Framework 

The aspect of citizens’ attitude and engagement is conceptually defined 

as citizens’ reaction and opinion on the policy and their participation in the on-

going discourse on the matter. Operationally, this was analyzed by looking at 

the citizens engagement in social media content and exchange of opinions on 

news articles and posts concerning the drug policy in the Philippines. Further 

elaboration on the data collection method and analysis shall be discussed in the 

succeeding section. At this point, however, it is important to lay down 

important theoretical basis for using the social media in the analysis of citizen 

engagement in the discourse on the drug policy. 

In his book entitled The Structural Transformation of the Public 

Sphere: An Inquiry into a Category of Bourgeois Society, Jurgen Habermas 

(1989) described the public sphere as “the sphere of private people come 

together as a public” (p. 27). He located the public sphere as lying between the 

private realm, composed of the civil society and the family and the sphere of 

public authority, comprised of the state and the court. The public sphere, 

therefore, connects the private realm and the sphere of public authority. 

“Through the vehicle of public opinion, it put the state in touch with the needs 

of society” (Habermas, 1989). 

Brundidge (2008) recognized that the Internet has changed the 

structure and dynamics of the public sphere by creating numerous platforms, 

sites, and forums in which political discourses can take place. She was also 

hopeful that the Internet may be useful in making more concrete the concept of 

the public sphere and how people should engage in it. In particular, she 

proposed that discussion in the public sphere “should be comprised of 
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informed, civil, and rational exchanges among diverse groups of citizens—with 

diversity being a key aspect emphasizing “the working out of political 

differences through political deliberation” (Brundidge, 2008, p. 2-3). 

In a study on the effects of the Internet in political participation, 

Gainous, Marlowe, and Wagner (2013) suggested that “who uses the Internet, 

and how they use the Internet, is significant in predicting political participation” 

(p. 155). They also believed that traditional forms of political engagement may 

not be as significant anymore as people are turning more to the Internet, 

particularly social networking sites (SNSs), to engage with their fellow voters 

(Gainous, Marlowe, and Wagner, 2013). Another interesting findings in their 

study was with regard to the Internet equalizing the disparity between the haves 

and the have-nots. 

While SNSs do have a positive and significant effect on the 

proclivity to participate in politics, they do not appear to affect 

all groups to the same degree…Social networking alone does not 

generate equal capital. Rather, those who are more likely to 

discuss politics within their networks are more likely to generate 

politically relevant social capital, and as a result participate in 

politics. (Gainous, Marlowe, and Wagner, 2013, p. 155) 

 

These perspectives will help us locate the role of the Internet and the 

social media as contemporary public sphere for citizen participation. Recent 

studies on the importance of the Internet show that it has indeed provided a non-

traditional space for social and political engagement among netizens. 

Data on citizens’ attitude and engagement on the Duterte 

administration’s drug policy was looked from the perspective of their 

engagement in the social media, specifically on Facebook, which is the most 

widely used SNS in the Philippines. From 23 million Filipino Internet users in 

2010, the figure has doubled to 49 million in 2016, which accounted for about 

42.3% of the population (Dangla, 2016). It is also important to note that 94% 
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of Filipinos with access to the Internet use Facebook, the leading SNS in the 

world (Sinpeng, 2016). 

There are recognized limitations in using Facebook as a source of valid 

data and to regard it as a contemporary public sphere with the proliferation of 

fake news and fake accounts, the still unequal distribution of resources to ensure 

that everyone is represented in this public sphere, the shallowness and shortness 

of interactions among users, especially in public pages where people just leave 

comments on posts and interact mostly with other Facebook users they did not 

know.  

While recognizing these limitations, however, it is also important to 

look at the potential of the data source in understanding certain aspects of 

people’s lives. Established ways of analyzing social phenomena have given us 

important insights about social relationships, but for about two decades now, 

people’s use of the internet and the social media have grown so much that there 

is a need to expand our perspective of public social interactions as happening 

only in the traditional public sphere. The receptivity of SNSs to various kinds 

of claims have made them easier venues for different kinds of expressions 

among people, including social and political engagement of the public, which 

were previously found in the streets, in coffeehouses, in legislative halls, or in 

places where people used to interact face-to-face. Despite the virtual 

environment of SNSs, where interactions are limited and people can maintain 

different personalities from the ones they have in real life, it is already a fact of 

life and the kind of interaction that comes out of it are undeniably forms of 

social interactions.  
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3.2 Methodology 

Following the Attitudinal Policy Feedback model elaborated by 

Pacheco (2013), as discussed in the previous chapter, this study measured the 

relationship between the Duterte administration’s anti-illegal drugs policy and 

the people’s attitude and engagement using data from government agencies 

responsible for the implementation of the war on drugs policy and those 

generated from Facebook. As stated by Pacheco (2013), there are two pathways 

by which policies influence attitude of the people—first is through direct 

experience and second is by means of the information they receive. Analysis of 

the second pathway became much more relevant since the method employed 

gathering and analyzing data of people’s engagement with the policy from 

social media.  

When it comes to analyzing characteristics of policies that would have 

influence on public opinion, Pacheco (2013) mentioned tangibility, visibility, 

and length of exposure. To measure tangibility of the policy, which is closely 

connected to the direct experience of the people, the researcher looked at the 

combination of official data, as well as those generated by media and non-

government organizations, to analyze the extent of the implementation of anti-

illegal drugs policy in terms of the extent of the operations conducted number 

of drug personalities killed and arrested; value of drugs and drug money 

confiscated; number of communities and individuals affected by the 

implementation of the policy; and other relevant measures. 

As stated, visibility is about the reach of the policy and how much 

attention it draws from the people. While tangibility is connected to direct 

experience of the policy, visibility on the other hand, somehow captured the 

second pathway, which is how people receive information about the policy. 

Observations of how information about the administration’s anti-illegal drugs 
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policy were framed will be provided. Visibility was measured using interaction 

of the people to select drug-policy related news and online contents by 

established media organizations in the Philippines. 

Since the idea was to look at people’s engagement with the policy in 

social media and SNSs as legitimate public spheres, the process was to look for 

where and how people interact with one another on these media. In Facebook, 

people’s reactions to the anti-illegal drugs policy were usually triggered by 

contents and posts that served as convergence points or platforms for various 

people to interact with others. Most of these contents were not from individual 

private accounts, but from public pages including, but not limited to, those of 

established media organizations’ accounts. Although other Facebook pages 

also became popular sources of contents related to the anti-illegal drugs policy, 

the researcher opted to limit the study to established and credible media 

organizations’ Facebook pages to avoid including those that were associated 

with certain politicians, parties, or interest groups, or those that propagated fake 

news. 

The researcher started by identifying and choosing top five Facebook 

pages of media organizations based in the Philippines to be used for gathering 

news and contents (i.e., articles, videos, photos, etc.) related to the drug policy 

based on the number of followers, or those who liked their Facebook pages2. 

The assumption was that these media organizations with the most number of 

Facebook followers could reach to more number of audience and the likelihood 

of people interacting (liking, sharing, and commenting) with their contents was 

greater than in other media organizations’ pages with fewer followers. It was 

                                                           
2 Liking or following a page is similar to subscribing to the content of that page. Once 

a Facebook user likes a page, any content posted in that page will be shown 

automatically in his/her Facebook timeline. 
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also ensured that the chosen Facebook pages were verified3 or those that have 

been confirmed by Facebook as authentic pages or accounts of public figures, 

media companies, or brands. The top five media organizations chosen for the 

study were ABS-CBN News (15 million followers), GMA News (12 million), 

INQUIRER.net (4.3 million), Rappler (3.7 million), and News5 (3.1 million).  

Apart from Facebook pages, all of them have websites from which 

content posted on Facebook pages originated. It was also noted that these 

established media organizations have non-online presence as well. ABS-CBN 

News, GMA News, and News5 are tied to the three leading television stations 

in the country and other media affiliates such as print and radio, while 

INQUIRER.net has printed newspaper counterparts and affiliates.  

The researcher also looked into the verified Facebook pages of the 

Presidential Communications (Government of the Philippines), which had 1.3 

million followers, and the Philippine National Police, which had 1.1 million 

followers. These two were identified as the most relevant Facebook pages for 

government postings on anti-illegal drugs policy. 

Second, certain events and news related to the policy implementation 

that generated strong public attention were identified. Based on initial research, 

the following events and news garnered strong media exposure and public 

opinion—(Event 1) initial implementation of the drug policy; (Event 2) 

discovery of the killing of a South Korean businessman, also allegedly involved 

in drug trade, by policemen; and (Event 3) the death of a minor shot by police 

officers during an anti-illegal drugs operation. 

Upon identification of the exact dates these events happened, the 

researcher then used Facebook’s search option to select all contents posted in 

                                                           
3 A Facebook page or account is said to be verified if its account name appears with a 

blue badge . 
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each media organization’s page for a specified period since the events happened 

(i.e., two months for Event 1 and two weeks for Events 2 and 3). Once Facebook 

generated all the contents for the specified dates, those related to the specific 

events were selected and saved for processing. 

 Next, each saved content was scanned for initial organization of data. 

Databases were created for each event, which included information such as the 

sources or pages that posted the content, titles of the Facebook posts, dates of 

posting, content type (whether article, video, or picture), number of specified 

audience interaction (i.e., likes, shares, and comments) for each content, and 

focus of the contents (e.g., government agencies, drug personalities, families of 

drug personalities, groups, etc.). These would be crucial in measuring reach of 

policy-related contents in terms of strength of audience interaction and 

engagement to the events and the related contents.  

Pacheco (2013) did not only show the characteristics of a policy that 

would influence citizens’ attitude and how these affected aspects of mass 

attitudes. On the other side of the mutually transforming relationship between 

policy and people’s attitude and engagement, reactions from the citizens could 

also affect implementation of the policy or other policy initiatives. To analyze 

these aspects of the relationship, the researcher looked at Facebook users’ 

comments4 on each selected content. Since the pages have different number of 

contents for each event, the researcher sorted the contents each page had based 

on the number of likes, shares, and comments. Also, since comments for each 

content could reach from hundreds to thousands, the researcher opted to choose 

                                                           
4 Facebook has the option available for a user to leave a comment on a content, unless 

this option was deactivated by one who posted the content. For public Facebook pages, 

however, this option is usually activated, and followers or likers of a page can leave a 

comment on all the contents. 
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the most commented content for each page and for each event and picked 5% 

of comments for analysis.  

Comments were categorized using the three facets of mass attitudes 

proposed by Pacheco (2013): 1) perspective and attitude toward the policy’s 

target population; 2) their normative views of right and wrong; and 3) 

judgments on other policy interventions. The first category is connected to how 

the people view drug personalities as the target population of the policy. For 

example, do they view them the same way the government narrative portrays 

them? Do they offer other ways of looking at the target population? The second 

category involves their opinions of the issue being discussed in the article and 

what they view as right and wrong. Do they agree with how policies are 

implemented? Do they think certain personalities are right or wrong? Finally, 

comments regarding their perspectives on other relevant programs and policies 

were also sorted (e.g., revival of death penalty, police reforms, etc.).  
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Chapter 4. Presentation and Analysis of Data 

 

 For a policy to gain public attention, the public, at the very least, must 

first be aware of its existence. The more people experience and feel its effect 

on them, the greater the chance of a policy influencing the attitude and opinion 

of the people. In what Pacheco (2013) described as the two pathways by which 

policy can influence the public—through direct experience and by the 

information they receive, and the characteristics of the policy that would  have 

influence—tangible, visible, and long-lasting—direct experience is closely 

connected to tangibility of the policy, while the means by which people receive 

information and how they interact with them seems more connected to 

visibility. 

 The succeeding sections will talk first about the characteristics of the 

anti-illegal drugs policy that affected people’s attitude and engagement. The 

first one, which is connected to tangibility will discuss the extent of President 

Rodrigo R. Duterte’s drug war from the time of its initial implementation upon 

his assumption in July 2016 until September 2018. It was crucial to gather 

official information from the agencies implementing the policy, but 

discrepancies in the actual count, especially of deaths and casualties in the drug 

war, were asserted by some media and non-government organizations. Hence, 

some data from these non-government organizations will also be presented. 

This will show the extent of the drug war as directly experienced by Filipinos 

all over the country. 

 The second one deals with visibility, which concerns how information 

were presented to the public by established media organizations and how the 

public responded to them. Questions such as how the anti-illegal drugs policy 

was framed in different events, whose voices were heard in social media 
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content, which types of content about the drug policy prompted more 

interaction from the public, and how people interacted with them will be 

explored.  

 At this point, it is important to note that with regard to the length of the 

implementation of the anti-illegal drugs policy as another characteristic to look 

at, only assumptions can be made as to how much more it would shape people’s 

attitude and engagement in the future as this is a continuing policy that has been 

executed for just over two years. Hints of how people’s judgement for other 

policy interventions will be discussed in the last section instead based on their 

interactions and comments on social media contents. 

 The next section will tackle the other side of the relationship between 

public policy and people’s attitude and engagement. This will elaborate how 

people reacted to the policy. It is in this section where analysis between two 

controversial events that prompted some changes in the policy will be 

discussed—the killing of a South Korean businessman by policemen in what 

was called as a tokhang-for-ransom operation and the killing of a minor falsely 

accused of being a drug courier. The differences between the two cases and 

how these would matter to the reactions of the public will be explored. It will 

also show how such reactions and opinions generated by these events affected 

the implementation of the policy.  

 The last part will further discuss how the effects the policy had on 

people in terms of the latter’s attitude towards the target population, the belief 

of what is right or wrong, and their judgment of other policy interventions 

shaped the on-going implementation of the policy. How people’s attitude and 

engagement has influenced the course of the policy since its first 

implementation in July 2016, as well as the possibility of people’s opinion 

influencing other related policies will also be explored.  
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4.1 How Policy Affects People’s Attitude and Engagement 

 

4.1.1 Direct Experience and Tangibility 

In his campaign speeches, President Duterte promised to eradicate 

illegal drugs and criminality in the country in three to six months upon his 

assumption if he wins the election. He estimated the number of drug addicts in 

the Philippines at about 3.7 million (Mangahas, et al., 2016). More than two 

years since the launch of Duterte administration’s all-out war against illegal 

drugs, the campaign has proved to be far from over and the extent of the policy 

has continued to expand. 

The Philippine National Police (PNP), as cited by Palatino (2017), 

released statistics of the accomplishments of the government’s anti-illegal 

drugs policy on January 07, 2017, six months since the beginning of the policy 

and the end of the period by which Duterte initially promised to solve the 

problem. According to the report, the government conducted 40,982 anti-illegal 

drugs operations, visited more than six million houses of alleged drug 

personalities in communities around the country, arrested 44,070 suspects, and 

assisted the surrender of more than a million drug users and pushers. In terms 

of casualties, the PNP claimed to have killed 2,206 drug personalities and lost 

35 police officers and three soldiers during anti-illegal drugs operations in the 

said period. Apart from these deaths in drug operations, the PNP also declared 

that an additional 4,049 alleged drug personalities were killed by vigilantes—a 

number believed by human rights groups, however, as killings also executed 

and/or backed by state forces themselves, but which the latter denied. As early 

as January 2017, critics have already raised their concerns with these numbers, 

while supporters of the government saw this as an indication of the new 
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president’s strong political will to solve what he believed was a crisis (Palatino, 

2017). 

An investigation conducted by international media organization 

Reuters and the Philippine Commission on Human Rights a month before these 

official data were released indicated that police killed 100 and wounded three 

in the 51 drug-related shooting cases they looked into, which registered a 97% 

kill ratio. They even compared the figure to Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, also with 

cases of extrajudicial killings by policemen, and found out that Rio de Janeiro 

posted only five people killed for every person injured. Human rights groups 

and families of the victims worried that these numbers did not seem to match 

the PNP’s claim that policemen were only forced to kill to defend themselves; 

they suggested that the numbers and eyewitness accounts hinted the intention 

of state forces to intentionally kill alleged drug personalities even without due 

process and not just for self-defense (Baldwin, Marshall, & Sagolj, 2016). 

As early as this first few months of the implementation of the anti-

illegal drugs policy, there has been confusion as to the number of total deaths 

related to anti-illegal drugs operations. Media and human rights groups claimed 

bigger figures in terms of deaths and casualties compared to those released by 

government agencies, especially with regard to the number of cases of “deaths 

under investigation,” which the PNP did not claim responsibility for 

(Mangahas, et. al, 2016). 

In its attempt to clarify the official figures related to the government’s 

drug war, the Inter-Agency Committee on Anti-Illegal Drugs (ICAD) launched 

#RealNumbersPH in May 2017 (Cahiles, 2017). Government agencies member 

of the ICAD consolidated regular reports regarding the implementation of the 

anti-illegal drugs policy into #RealNumbersPH, a regular summary of the 

achievements of the ICAD member-agencies. Usual items found in 

#RealNumbersPH include the number of operations conducted, persons 
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arrested, persons who died in the operations, government workers arrested for 

their involvement in illegal drugs, and value of drug money seized. 

A sample summary of the data from #RealNumbersPH from July 01, 

2016 until the period stated shows as follows (See Appendix A for the 

consolidated data for previous months): 

 

 

Sources: #RealNumbersPH Facebook Page 

Philippine Drug Enforcement Agency. Data on Anti-Illegal Drugs Campaign, July 01, 

2016 to August 31, 2018. Sent through e-mail on October 22, 2018. 

Philippine National Police. #RealNumbersPH Year 2: Towards A Drug-Cleared 

Philippines from July 1, 2016 to August 31, 2018. Retrieved November 07, 

2018, http://pnp.gov.ph/images/News/2018/RealNumbers/rn_83118.pdf. 

Philippine National Police. #RealNumbersPH Year 2: Towards A Drug-Free 

Philippines from July 1, 2016 to July 31, 2018. Retrieved November 07, 2018, 

http://www.pnp.gov.ph/images/News/2018/RealNumbers/rn_73118.pdf. 

 

Analyzing these data reveals that from July 01, 2016 until September 

30, 2018, 822 days of the implementation of the anti-illegal drug policy, an 

average of 134 anti-illegal drugs operations were conducted, 192 alleged drug 

personalities were arrested, and six people were killed each day. The 158,424 



 

34 
 

drug personalities arrested account for just about 4% of the 3.7 million drug 

addicts estimated by President Duterte at the beginning of his term. 

#RealNumbersPH data also recorded that 8,766 or about 43% of the total 

number of drug affected barangays have been cleared as of September 2018. 

Additional data from #RealNumbersPH revealed that of the 582 people 

working in the government arrested, 43% were elected officials, 47% were 

civilian employees, and the remaining 10% were uniformed personnel or those 

employed by the PNP, the Armed Forces of the Philippines, and other law 

enforcement agencies. Publication of such data seemed to show the 

administration’s commitment to cleanse the government and to warn the public 

that even people from the government would not be spared from the war against 

illegal drugs. 

Despite this consolidated data from various government agencies, there 

were still contentions on the accuracy and reliability of the official figures 

related to the war on drugs throughout the implementation of the policy. For 

example, on the first month of the weekly release of #RealNumbersPH, the 

Philippine Center for Investigative Journalism (PCIJ), an independent, non-

profit media organization, reported some discrepancies in the figures 

consolidated and publicized by the ICAD from those gathered by the PCIJ from 

individual government agencies supposedly contributing to the 

#RealNumbersPH figures, specifically in terms of the number of homicide 

cases that were drug-related, non-drug related, and those still under 

investigation, the number of anti-drug operations conducted, and the number of 

drug personalities who surrendered, arrested, and killed (Mangahas, Lucero, 

Maru, Carvajal, Antiquerra, 2017a). 

 Sample comparison made by the PCIJ from the data from 

#RealNumbersPH and two offices of the PNP as of May 23, 2017 showed 

discrepancies in official figures released. 
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Source: Mangahas, M., Lucero, V., Maru, D., Carvajal, N.C., & Antiquerra, J.R. (2017, 

June 08). #RealNumbersPH unreal, inexact, locked in riddles. Philippine Center 

for Investigative Journalism. Retrieved November 10, 2018, from 

http://pcij.org/stories/realnumbersph-unreal-inexact-locked-in-riddles/. 

 

The PCIJ gathered data from the two offices of the PNP—the Directorate 

for Operations and the Double Barrel Secretariat—for May 23, 2017 for 6:00am 

and 6:00pm, respectively. Although under the same agency, notable differences 

were seen in the data of the two offices in just a matter of 12 hours. Double 

Barrel Secretariat recorded 176 more operations conducted than those posted 

by the Directorate for Operations. Also higher were the number of people killed 

during drug operations and those arrested. Further, none of the data matched 

those released in #RealNumbersPH on the same day. Assuming that the 

#RealNumbersPH data ended before 12 midnight of May 23, 2017, the 

discrepancies were still significant from both the PNP offices as shown in the 

last two columns showing the differences in figures. 

Regardless of the discrepancies in figures related to the Duterte 

administration’s anti-illegal drugs policy, what is clear is that it has affected a 

lot of people in just over two years of its implementation. Human rights groups 

have insisted on greater magnitude and extent of the policy compared to official 

reports. Amnesty International (AI) even compared the number of casualties to 
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the 14-year martial law under former Philippine President Ferdinand Marcos 

from 1972 to January 1981, in which AI recorded 3,240 people killed, 34,000 

tortured, and 70,000 imprisoned during Marcos’ dictatorship, proving that the 

Duterte administration’s anti-illegal drugs policy has had a more extensive 

effect on the populace in terms of casualties (Mangahas, et. al, 2016). 

If the official data from the ICAD, the #RealNumbersPH, are to be 

believed, the official count as of September 30, 2018 registered 158,424 drug 

personalities arrested, 4,948 killed in drug operations, and 8,766 or about 21% 

of more than 42,000 barangays in the Philippines cleared of illegal drugs 

(#RealNumbersPH Facebook Page, #RealNumbersPH as of Sept. 30, 2018). 

Human rights groups claimed, however, that the policy has resulted to a total 

of about 12,000 deaths, with 54 minors killed in the first year, most of which 

came from urban poor communities (The Guardian…, 2018). One opposition 

Senator put the number at more than 20,000, combining both the reported 

deaths during police operations and those homicide cases under investigation, 

which were also purportedly related to the war on drugs (Emelia, 2018). 

These numbers, varying and inconsistent as they may be, are only 

conservative approximation of the extent of the anti-illegal drugs policy of the 

administration as these only captured the effect the policy had on the actual 

target population. What these did not capture was the effect on the other people 

directly experiencing the policy as families, friends, acquaintances, and 

neighbors of drug personalities who surrendered, were arrested, or killed—

which would account for an even greater number of people in communities and 

barangays where anti-illegal drugs operations were conducted. Although the 

policy was obvious directed at certain groups of people, operations, house-to-

house visits, as well as the resulting casualties affected people other than the 

target population. With these perspective, we can say that the anti-illegal drugs 
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policy of the Duterte administration was already highly tangible policy even as 

early as its first two years of implementation. 

 

4.1.2 Indirect Experience and Visibility 

Since the campaign period for the 2016 elections, Duterte have already 

attracted lots of reactions from Filipinos inside and outside the country, as well 

as the international community, because of his bold statements and brazen 

attitude. His administration’s anti-illegal drugs policy did not fall short of 

attracting equally varied and strong reactions from the people, not only because 

of the apparent direct encounters and personal accounts people have had with 

the policy but, also because the media—traditional and new forms—became a 

crucial link between the policy and the people for the latter to become aware of 

what was going on with the new president’s war on drugs.    

The first few months of the implementation of the policy was 

characterized by influx of daily news of drug buy bust operations, arrests, lists 

of people in communities subject for investigation and house visits by police 

operatives, shooting incidents, and deaths. The narrative of how a suspected 

drug addict or pusher ends up dead became familiar—policemen were 

conducting a drug buy-bust operation and the drug personality would shot the 

first fire, forcing police officers to defend themselves, ensuing a firefight with 

the suspect being killed in the end. Usually, the dead suspect would be found 

with a gun and some sachets of methamphetamine (commonly called as shabu). 

If not deaths in police operations, usual media reports would have dead men, 

usually identified as suspected drug personalities, found by bystanders in 

different locations, dumped in the same fashion, with placards tied around their 

necks bearing words like “Drug pusher ako, huwag tularan” (“I am a drug 
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pusher. Do not become like me.”). People would only be left guessing as to 

who committed the crime.  

The researcher surveyed Facebook pages of top five identified media 

organizations in the Philippines for the first two months of the implementation 

of the anti-illegal drugs policy. 

 

 

 

The five media organizations’ pages posted a total of 157 contents 

related to the drug policy varying from straight news, featured articles, opinion 

pieces, live videos, recorded videos, to photos in July 2016, the first month of 

the policy. The number increased to 221 contents the following month or from 

a daily average of five in July to seven in August 2016. (See Appendices B and 

C for the database of policy-related contents posted by the five media 

organizations surveyed on their Facebook pages in July and August 2016.) 

Although the figures might appear small, since these are public pages, 
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Facebook allows these contents to be shared5 and posted by as many people or 

users as possible—generating a wide reach of audience. Consolidated data 

revealed that drug-related contents from the five Facebook pages were shared 

more than 91,000 times in July and reached more than 200,000 in August 2016. 

The number of shares of anti-illegal drugs policy contents more than doubled 

in just two months. Therefore, although not directly experienced by other 

citizens, the policy has started to become visible to others. 

Topics covered by the social media would also give a hint of the 

progress of the anti-illegal drugs policy in the first two months of 

implementation. Content topics for July and August 2016 included the 

following: 

 

Table 4. Policy-Related Content Topics of Top 

Media Organizations’ Facebook Pages 

Number of 

Contents 

July 

2016 

August 

2016 

Status of the implementation, including statistics, 

accomplishments, news about people who surrendered 

and were arrested and killed 

81 77 

News about prominent and big-time drug personalities 22 48 

Local reactions to the spate of killings and the 

implementation of the policy 
21 11 

Reactions from international community 2 21 

News and pronouncements about the Philippine National 

Police as one of the implementors of the policy 
13 8 

Prospect of other related programs and policies to 

support the war on drugs 
9 6 

Senate and Congressional probe on drug-related killings 4 24 

Response of other government agencies on the 

implementation of the drug war 
2 18 

Other related news 3 8 

                                                           
5 The SHARE function on a Facebook post allows users to re-post the same content on 

their accounts or send the content to other users through the Facebook’s messaging 

application Messenger. 
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As regards to contents, from July to August 2016, notable rise in the 

number of contents related to prominent and big-time drug personalities, 

reactions from international community, Senate and Congressional probe, and 

responses of other government agencies on the implementation of the war on 

drugs was observed. The increase in the number of news about prominent and 

big-time drug personalities could be attributed to the time when President 

Duterte released a list of military echelon, Supreme Court judges, and 

politicians, including a member of the Senate who was a known critic of 

Duterte, supposedly involved in illegal drug activities. With this, also came the 

response of other government agencies like the Supreme Court and the 

Commission on Human Rights on the implementation of the policy and the 

alleged involvement of civilian and military officials in illegal drugs. Reactions 

from international organizations and foreign governments also became featured 

more as media picked up statements from the United States of America and the 

United Nations, as well as the Philippine government’s response to them. The 

beginning of the Senate inquiry on extrajudicial killings in August 2016 also 

prompted the rise in the number of contents related to Senate and Congressional 

probe. 

The data shows that contents related to the anti-illegal drugs policy 

during the first two months of implementation were still dominated by the voice 

of the government. Going back to the second pathway by which policy 

influences people’s attitude and engagement, as discussed by Pacheco (2013), 

the information received by the public are usually influenced by the political 

elites. The arrests of prominent and big-time personalities and the opportunity 

provided by the media to the administration to answer and counter allegations 

and criticisms thrown at them with regard to the policy were very crucial factors 

in making the policy acceptable to the people. The image of prominent 

personalities being arrested due to involvement in illegal drugs could send a 
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signal to the public on the government’s commitment and political will to end 

drug abuse and drug trade regardless of who would be affected in the process. 

Also, despite the gaining criticisms from the oppositions in the government, 

human rights groups, and international community, the administration and the 

implementors of the policy remained active in responding to them. 

It can be noted that at this point, contents related to the war on drugs 

from established media organizations was driven mostly by the developments 

on the implementation of the policy. Ordinary people’s reactions remained on 

the sideline in terms of the number of media exposure of citizens’ response to 

the spate of killings and the implementation of the anti-illegal drugs policy. 

Despite the limited number of contents dedicated to ordinary people’s reactions 

to the drug war, this content type was still among the top that generated 

Facebook users’ most number of interactions in terms of the number of likes or 

reactions, shares, and comments6, alongside content about the status of the 

implementation and prominent personalities involved in the drug war in July 

2016. The number of likes or reactions, shares, and comments on a Facebook 

content was seen as an indicator of the level of interest users have on that 

particular content, making them interact with it more. This means that although 

there was a limited number of contents focused on them, ordinary people’s 

responses to and opinion on the policy was a topic that encouraged further 

engagement of Facebook users. 

 

                                                           
6 Facebook allows users to interact with a content by liking or reacting, sharing, and 

commenting on it. Users can LIKE or react to a content using different icons 

corresponding to different emotions—like 👍, love ❤️, laugh 😂, smile ☺️, surprised 

😯, sad 😢, and angry 😡. Users can also post COMMENTS on a content. They can 

also post the same content on their own accounts or send it to their Facebook friends 

using SHARE. Number of likes and reactions, shares, and comments are shown in the 

content. 
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4.2 How People’s Attitude and Engagement Affect Policy 

We have discussed how tangibility and visibility of the anti-illegal 

drugs policy have influenced people’s attitude and engagement in its first two 

months. It is important to look at how the policy progressed in the succeeding 

months and how, in the course of its implementation, it further shaped public 

opinion. At this point, however, it is equally crucial to look at how these 

responses from the people also influenced the course of the policy. 

Two significant events will be looked at to illustrate this. The first is 

the killing of a South Korean businessman in what many called as a tokhang-

for-ransom incident and the second is the killing of minor in a questionable 

drug operation in a city in Metro Manila. 

 

4.2.1 Tokhang-for-Ransom and the Killing of Jee Ick-joo  

On January 8, 2017, Inquirer.net ran a story about a South Korean 

businessman named Jee Ick-joo who had been missing since October 2016 and 

was allegedly kidnapped my police officers in the guise of a drug raid in his 

home, or what was tagged as tokhang-for-ransom, a play on the strategy of the 

PNP to visit houses of drug personalities and urge them to surrender to the 

authorities (Quismundo, 2017; Fonbuena, 2017). Tokhang is based on Filipino 

Visayan words toktok, which means knock, and hangyo or request (Fonbuena. 

2017). Based on Inquirer’s interview with Choi Kyung-jin, Jee Ick-joo’s wife, 

Jee and their househelp were abducted on October 18, 2016 by men who 

introduced themselves as police officers and accused Jee of involvement in 

drug activities; the househelp was eventually freed by the abductors. By the end 

of the month, Choi received a call from the abductors asking ransom money 

worth eight million pesos (about US$150,000) in exchange for her husband’s 

freedom. She coordinated with the kidnappers and paid five million pesos 
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(around US$100,000) without telling the authorities investigating the 

kidnapping, but Jee was not released (Quismundo, 2017). On January 11, 2017, 

then PNP Chief, Police Director Ronald M. Dela Rosa ordered a manhunt for 

the cop, who was found out to be a member of the PNP Anti-Illegal Drugs 

Group, and other suspects involved in the kidnapping of Jee (PNP Facebook 

Page, 2017). The following week, the National Bureau of Investigation (NBI) 

and the PNP confirmed that Jee is already dead and he was killed inside the 

headquarters of the PNP (Fonbuena, 2017). It was later found out during the 

investigation that his body was cremated after death certificates and other 

documents required for cremation were forged and his ashes were flushed down 

the toilet (Carvajal & Maru, 2017). 

What followed was a series of investigation by the PNP, the NBI, the 

Department of Justice, and a Senate inquiry on the death of Jee Ick-joo as high-

ranking officials from the PNP, aside from the ones who actually kidnapped 

Jee, were also implicated to have master-minded the operation. By the end of 

January 2016, President Duterte ordered the PNP to stop all anti-illegal drugs 

operations nationwide and to focus instead on cleansing its ranks. The order 

meant that policemen were not allowed to conduct buy-bust operations and to 

apply for and serve search warrants connected to illegal drugs. The PNP was 

still allowed to do administrative coordination with other agencies regarding 

the anti-illegal drugs policy, arrest those caught in the act of doing a crime, and 

serve warrants of arrest to drug personalities as a regular anti-crime procedure. 

The Philippine Drug Enforcement Agency (PDEA) was tasked to take over the 

lead in the anti-illegal drugs campaign (Cupin, 2017).  

In about a month since the suspension of the PNP’s involvement in the 

drug war, however, President Duterte ordered the PNP back to the anti-illegal 

drugs campaign, citing lack of manpower in his administration’s fight against 

insurgency, terrorism, and drugs without the PNP onboard. Former PDEA chief 
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also noted that the government’s anti-illegal drugs operations dropped by 75% 

when President Duterte suspended PNP from the operations and admitted that 

the PDEA could not sustain its campaign without the PNP. To avoid the 

incident similar to the kidnapping and killing of Jee Ick-joo in the guise of anti-

illegal drugs operations, however, President Duterte asked the PNP chief to 

form task forces composed of policemen without derogatory records to handle 

drug cases instead of involving all of its manpower (Macas, 2017). 

 

4.2.2 The Death of Kian Loyd Delos Santos Caught on 

CCTV 

Another case that would be crucial in the implementation of the Duterte 

administration’s anti-illegal drugs policy was the killing of a 17-year-old 

teenager accused of being a drug courier. In the morning of August 17, 2017, a 

news broke out regarding the death of a minor in an anti-illegal drugs operation 

conducted by police operatives the night before. News reports identified the 

victim as Kian Loyd Delos Santos, a Grade 11 student in Caloocan City, part 

of the National Capital Region. The policemen and the neighbors of Delos 

Santos recalled different versions of what happened that night. Based on the 

initial investigation report by the Caloocan City police, which was obtained by 

Rappler, at around 8:00 pm that night, police officers were conducting an anti-

illegal drugs operation when Delos Santos, after seeing them coming, fled from 

the policemen. Allegedly holding a gun, Delos Santos fired at the policemen as 

he was trying to escape, so the operatives were forced to fire back in self-

defense. He was eventually killed by the policemen and a caliber-.45 gun and 

sachets of methamphetamine were recovered from him. A drug personality 

arrested in the area close to Delos Santos’ place a few days after the latter was 
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killed testified about the teenager’s involvement in drug activities as a drug 

courier (Talabong, 2017).  

Delos Santos’ neighbors, eyewitnesses, and the CCTV in the barangay 

that caught a footage of him being dragged by men, allegedly the policemen 

who killed him, told a different story. According to them, Delos Santos was 

seen being dragged by policemen to a dark alley in his neighborhood. He was 

heard pleading to the policemen. The CCTV did not show him armed and 

eyewitnesses testified that he was forcibly given a gun by the policemen, was 

asked to run, and was shot dead (Talabong, 2017). Delos Santos’ family and 

friends maintained his innocence and denied the accusations that he was a drug 

courier. 

The death of Delos Santos sparked varied reactions from ordinary 

people, civic and church groups, people in the government, politicians in the 

oppositions, as well as those who were allies of President Duterte, and even the 

international community. Separate investigations were conducted by the PNP, 

the NBI, the Department of Justice, the Commission on Human Rights, the 

Public Attorney’s Office, and the Philippine Senate. All seemed to point out 

foul play in the conduct of the anti-illegal drugs operation that killed Delos 

Santos (Talabong, 2017; Buan, 2017; Reformina, 2017; Cordero, 2017). Even 

President Duterte, who said in his previous statements that he would protect 

policemen doing their jobs relative to the anti-illegal drugs campaign, called for 

an investigation and promised justice for Delos Santos. Members of the 

Caloocan City police responsible for Delos Santos’ death were relieved from 

their posts (Bajo, 2017). Foreign governments and international organizations 

also issued statements of condolences and support for calls for justice for Delos 

Santos (Esmaquel, 2017). 

Amidst all the on-going investigations surrounding Delos Santos’ 

death, the ordinary people’s response became noticeable. Protests, rallies, 
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gatherings—even among overseas Filipino workers in Hong Kong, Saudi 

Arabia, London, Canada, Italy, Australia, South Korea, New Zealand, 

Thailand, and Japan—and a funeral march were held demanding justice for 

Delos Santos and the other victims of extrajudicial killings from the 

government’s war against drugs (Pasion, 2017; Hapal 2017; Layug, 2017).  

Due to the controversies and the public outcry resulting from Delos 

Santos’ death, for the second time in 2017, President Duterte suspended again 

the PNP from its involvement in the drug war through a memorandum dated 

October 10, 2017, emphasizing instead the role of the PDEA in enforcing an 

existing law aimed at eradicating illegal drugs in the country—Republic Act 

No. 9165, the Comprehensive Dangerous Drugs Act of 2002. All other agencies 

and all ad hoc task forces performing anti-illegal drugs campaigns and 

operations, including the PNP, were ordered to leave to the PDEA all such 

duties. All information concerning illegal drugs should be brought to the 

attention of the PDEA for its action (Office of the President, 2017b).  

Almost two months after, in a new memorandum issued by President 

Duterte, he ordered again the PNP and other law enforcement agencies back to 

supporting the PDEA in the anti-illegal drug operations. Cited as reasons for 

doing so were the PDEA’s insufficient number of agents and operatives to 

cover anti-illegal drugs operations in drug-affected municipalities and barangay 

levels, the resurgence of illegal drug activities and drug-related crimes due to 

the lack of law enforcement forces to curtail such, and the public clamor to 

bring back the active support of the PNP and other agencies to the PDEA. 

Duterte ordered the PDEA to continue leading anti-illegal drug efforts and 

coordinate all activities and operations of other law enforcement agencies 

through the ICAD (OP, 2017c).  

Although suspended from its direct involvement in the anti-illegal 

drugs policy for only two months, the event seemed to have pushed the PNP to 
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once again look at its organization and assess its conduct and implementation 

of the policy. In January 29, 2018, a month after President Duterte ordered the 

PNP back to the anti-illegal drugs campaigns and operations, the PNP 

relaunched its house-to-house anti-illegal drugs operation called Oplan 

Tokhang Reloaded with new and stricter guidelines for its operatives with the 

intent of implementing a bloodless war on drugs (Talabong, 2018; Center for 

Media Freedom and Responsibility, 2018; ABS-CBN News, 2018). The 

following are some of the significant points included in the new guidelines in 

implementing the PNP’s Oplan Tokhang: 

 

 

Source: ABS-CBN News. (2018, January 29). TOKHANG RELOADED: PNP’s 

new guidelines. ABS-CBN News. Retrieved https://news.abs-

cbn.com/focus/01/29/18/tokhang-reloaded-pnps-new-guidelines. 

Figure 2. TOKHANG RELOADED: PNP’s New Guidelines for 

‘Tokhangers’ in Implementing Oplan Tokhang 

 

• From 8am to 5pm, Mondays to Fridays only 

• Compliant with the rule of law and respect for human rights 

• Based on verified intelligence reports 

• Targets only those included in an official list 

• Conducted by a “Tokhang Team” composed of four qualified police officers 

led by a deputy chief of police 

• Joined by a representative from the barangay council, human rights group, or 

religious sector 

• Operatives are encouraged to use body cameras 

• Operative must wear proper uniform during operations 

• Operative may not enter a suspect’s house 

• Operative must not engage hostile suspects 

• Uncooperative suspects must be reported to the police Drug Enforcement Unit 

for case buildup 

• Post-mission reports must be submitted by each team 

• Higher-ranking officials must be responsible for their subordinates and may 

face sanctions in case of mission irregularities 

• Those who surrender must go to the nearest barangay hall accompanied by a 

relative 

• Minor offenders who will surrender must be accompanied by a parent or a 

legal guardian to the nearest social welfare office 

• Taking of suspects’ mugshots and fingerprints is voluntary 
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 Notable in this guideline is the emphasis on the compliance with the 

“rule of law and respect for human rights” and conduct of the operations “based 

on verified intelligence reports” (ABS-CBN News, 2018). It should be noted 

that the reactions of the public to Delos Santos’ death were primarily driven by 

the operatives’ apparent disregard of human rights by the way the minor was 

dragged and killed by multiple gunshots. It was also discovered during the 

investigation that the supposed arrest of Delos Santos was a result of unverified 

reports alleging the kid as a drug courier. 

 

4.2.3 People’s Reactions to Jee Ick-joo and Kian Delos 

Santos’ Deaths and Their Implication on the Anti-Illegal 

Drugs Policy 

Although not of the same magnitude, both Jee Ick-joo and Kian Loyd 

Delos Santos’ deaths became crucial events in the course of the implementation 

of the Duterte administration’s anti-illegal drugs policy and attracted media and 

people’s reactions. The factors surrounding the deaths of Jee and Delos Santos, 

the people’s reactions to both incidents, and their implications on the policy can 

be analyzed using tangibility, visibility, and length of the policy. 

In terms of tangibility, Delos Santos’ death had more impact on the 

Filipinos as it was a clear example of the usual narrative of killings in drug 

operations heard almost every day over the past year since the implementation 

of the policy in July 2016, only this time it was visualized with the CCTV 

footage showing how it actually happened unlike in most cases where the 

narratives were told by eyewitnesses and secondary informants. The impact 

was even made stronger by the fact that the one killed was a minor, described 

by his family and friends as being a good and responsible son and student—

also part of the narrative claimed by other victims and casualties of the war on 
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drugs, who were supposedly innocents. Delos Santos’ death represented the 

mounting fear of ordinary people with the growing number of drug-related 

deaths that what happened to him could also happen to others.  

 On the other hand, Jee’s case was a bit more unusual and not commonly 

heard of incident in the course of Duterte’s drug war. Although there were news 

and rumors of policemen being involved in extortion activities, the facts 

surrounding Jee’s killing were not of a storyline heard everyday. Although 

people were shocked at the atrociousness of his death and they criticized the 

policemen who killed Jee, it was not something anyone could easily relate with 

and the effect was not as emotional and taken as personal compared to the death 

of a minor caught by a CCTV and heard by his neighbors pleading to his killers. 

 In terms of visibility of the cases, the researcher looked at the contents 

of media organizations’ Facebook pages for the two-week period following the 

news of Jee’s and of Delos Santos’ deaths and found out that across all the 

Facebook pages of the top media organizations, more contents were posted 

about Delos Santos. The average of people’s interactions with the contents (i.e., 

likes or reactions, shares, and comments) were also higher in posts about Delos 

Santos than those about Jee in all Facebook pages, except in News5. 

 

Table 5. Comparison of Interactions with Facebook Contents of Top Media 

Organizations on Jee Ick-joo* and Kian Loyd Delos Santos** 

  
Number of 

Content 

Average 

Likes/ 

Reactions 

Average 

Shares 

Average 

Comments 

Rappler 
Jee Ick-joo 26 334 34 161 

Delos Santos 34 1339 188 325 

GMA News 
Jee Ick-joo 15 1,034 50 133 

Delos Santos 60 2,239 133 900 

Inquirer.net 
Jee Ick-joo 6 314 74 45 

Delos Santos 32 2,186 589 763 

ABS-CBN 

News 

Jee Ick-joo 9 840 14 57 

Delos Santos 20 3,500 338 1,190 

News5 
Jee Ick-joo 33 1,684 397 544 

Delos Santos 44 1,282 74 541 

*Data from January 08-31, 2017 

**Data from August 18-31, 2017 
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The timing of Jee’s case and that of Delos Santos’ could also be another 

factor why people had different responses toward them, which is related to the 

length of exposure to the policy. Jee was kidnapped and killed in October 2016 

and the news broke out in January 2017, just six months since the policy was 

introduced, while Delos Santos was killed in August 2017, more than a year 

since the war on drugs started. Going back to Pacheco’s (2013) Attitudinal 

Policy Feedback, it is assumed that the longer people have been exposed to a 

policy, the stronger their opinion become toward that policy. 

To elaborate, the Philippine National Police became very controversial 

in both the Jee Ick-joo and the Kian Loyd Delos Santos’ cases primarily because 

of its crucial role in the implementation of the Duterte administration’s anti-

illegal drugs policy. It was the policemen, more than any law enforcement 

agents, who were more visible in anti-illegal drugs campaigns and operations, 

especially in the barangay and municipal levels where its operatives conducted 

house-to-house visits. They were the ones interacting more with the people. It 

was almost easy to connect the administration’s anti-illegal drugs policy to the 

PNP. If people have already been exposed to the corruption, misconducts, and 

wrongdoings of some forces in the PNP and how some of them have used the 

war on drugs for their own evil interests as shown in the killing of Jee Ick-joo, 

then it would be very likely that another similar incident involving them would 

generate much stronger reaction from the public, which what could have 

happened to Delos Santos’s case. The PNP has already been marked for the 

misconduct and corruption of some of its members during Jee’s case and Delos 

Santos’ death exposed the weaknesses, incompetence, and abuse of the 

institution all the more, resulting to stronger reactions from the public.   

In addition, the rising number of deaths and casualties associated to the 

PNP’s anti-illegal drug operations and the resistance and growing criticisms of 

human rights groups, people in the government, and the international 
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community as the policy progressed could have also created a strong 

impression of the PNP being responsible to drug-related extrajudicial killings, 

so an incident like Delos Santos’ death further generated such negative 

response from the people. 

Another difference between the two cases was the focus of the blame 

on the incident. In the case of Jee Ick-joo, the focus of the government 

investigating the incident as well as the various reactions generated by the news 

was the cops responsible for his death. It was treated very uniquely from other 

killings done related to the war on drugs. The death of Delos Santos, however, 

was easily tied and associated to the other drug-related killings; hence, the focus 

of the media content and the responses from various groups of people were not 

just toward the police officers who committed the crime, but toward the policy 

itself. Delos Santos’ death was not only blamed on the cops, but seemingly on 

the institution and, to some extent, the policy itself for giving so much 

discretion on the operatives conducting the operations and the lack of clear 

guidelines in the conduct of the implementation of the policy. It should be noted 

that people’s call for justice for Delos Santos’ death and their criticisms on the 

policy were no longer just expressed in social media platforms but were brought 

to the streets through demonstrations and rallies. It was after Delos Santos’ 

death and the PNP’s suspension from the policy that a new set of guidelines 

were formulated to address the issues in the conduct of anti-illegal drugs 

operations.  

   

4.3 The Future of the Policy 

Apart from the immediate changes in the implementation of the policy 

following crucial events, there are other aspects to look at if we would like to 

know the prospect of the policy. Going back to Pacheco’s (2013) discussion, 
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tangible policy can influence different facets of mass attitudes: 1) their 

perspective and attitude toward the policy’s target population, 2) their 

normative views of right and wrong, and 3) their judgment of other policy 

interventions. With policy influencing these facets and with the knowledge of 

the capacity of people’s attitude and engagement with the policy to shape the 

course of the latter on the other hand, analyzing these aspects of the mass 

attitude is important in anticipating people’s likely response to the policy in the 

continued course of its implementation. 

In order to see this, the researcher looked into people’s comments, 

statements, and opinions using the most commented drug-related contents on 

each media organization’s Facebook pages to have a glimpse of what was still 

the dominant attitude, the on-going debates, and other policy proposals that 

people came up with in relation to the current policy. Using the three facets of 

mass attitudes proposed by Pacheco (2013), people’s comments were 

categorized into those three facets. 

In the samples selected, it was observed that comments usually fell 

under the first category—people’s view of the target population, the drug 

addicts and pushers. The conversation was centered on whether it was justified 

to execute and kill drug personalities. Those who expressed their concern about 

the spate of killings usually argued for the use of due process and legitimate 

ways of dealing with the drug abusers. Those who agreed with the killings of 

drug personalities, on the other hand, justified the reasoning because of their 

wrongdoings. They also raised question as to whether people would rather have 

innocent victims of criminals and drug addicts killed over the death of these 

criminals. This observation seemed to resound what Curato (2016) said about 

Duterte’s rhetoric during his campaign, which played out the dichotomy 

between law-abiding citizens versus criminals and drug personalities. The 
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result was that the law-abiding citizens would justify the killing of people they 

saw as criminals and drug personalities who pose threat to their security. 

The role of identifying the target population and ascribing the effect of 

the policy on them lies in the government. As early as his campaign, Duterte 

had been vocal in expressing his desire to use force, if necessary, to eliminate 

drugs and criminality in the Philippines. His pronouncements about drug 

addicts and how he viewed them as criminals deserving of punishment were 

crucial in influencing how people perceived them. They activated people’s 

opinion of them and their belief of the kind of punishment they deserve. The 

opinion of some Facebook users seemed to echo the same rhetoric, justifying 

the killings of drug personalities—whether done in self-defense as claimed by 

police operatives or execution-style as news reports described—because they 

were identified as different from them and as threats to their security.  

As regard to the second category, people’s normative views of right or 

wrong were centered on the justification of the anti-illegal drugs policy and of 

President Duterte himself. People justified the war on drugs of the 

administration as part of the narrative of Duterte’s campaign promise of 

“Change is coming.” Despite recognition of the sacrifices that came with the 

policy, they saw it as part of the change that was promised by the new 

administration, to which people should abide in order for that promise to come 

to realization. 

With regard to the spate of killings that result from the drug war, the 

usual justification was that surely not all killings were executed by police forces 

and that some killings might have actually been done by drug personalities 

themselves to prevent the others from implicating them. This, again, echoed the 

statements coming from the PNP that claimed at one point that the killings were 

done by vigilante groups and, at some point, was done by bigtime drug pushers 

themselves to prevent other drug personalities from surrendering to the 
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authorities and pointing at them. Some people also supported the PNP’s claim 

that policemen were only forced to shoot and kill to defend themselves. 

The other side of the debate on whether the policy was right or wrong, 

especially when it comes to the number of drug-related deaths were usually 

focused on the deaths of innocent people, who were wrongfully accused of 

being drug addicts or pushers and those who were considered collateral 

casualties of the drug war. They argued that the problem with the war on drugs 

was that it was not only killing the drug addicts and criminals but the innocent 

ones as well. The conduct of the war on drugs also disregarded the rule of law 

and due process. 

The third category, which relates to the prospect of other policy 

interventions, comprised of comments about the revival of death penalty to drug 

addicts and hard criminals and also the institutionalization of police reforms. 

Like how people justified the killings that resulted from the government’s war 

on drugs, commenters were also keen on having the revival of death penalty in 

order to punish hard criminals and drug personalities. Some people, on the other 

hand, called for stronger police reforms after the involvement of policemen in 

drug-related controversies. Since it became the forefront of the Duterte 

administration’s anti-illegal drugs policy, it was natural for people to associate 

the results of all anti-illegal drugs campaigns or operations to the PNP 

regardless of the participation of other law enforcement agencies’ participation 

in the drug war. 

Apart from these categories, people’s comments on drug-related 

contents also had political dimension—the dichotomy between the Duterte’s 

supporters, tagged as die-hard Duterte supporters (DDS), and those who raise 

opposition and criticisms to the president, who were always categorized and 

framed by DDS as dilawans (yellows). The color yellow became associated to 

former President Corazon C. Aquino and later on to former President      



 

55 
 

Benigno C. Aquino, III, immediate predecessor of President Duterte. People 

who criticize the policies of President Duterte were immediately labelled as 

dilawans by his supporters regardless if they actually support the Aquinos or 

not. In contents that tackled criticisms and opposing views to the policy, 

people’s comments were more focused on the politics rather than the merit of 

the argument, believing that these were more politically motivated criticisms 

against President Duterte. 

All these reactions of the people toward the anti-illegal drugs policy of 

the Duterte administration showed a great division among the people’s opinion 

on the policy and its results. While the narrative of the Duterte campaign has 

continued to be imbibed and propagated by his supporters in social media 

platforms, opposing opinions have surfaced because of the events that 

questioned the effect of the policy. 

Despite some notable events that have challenged the Duterte 

administration’s anti-illegal drugs policy by exposing its loopholes and the 

weaknesses of the institutions and government agencies that are at the forefront 

of its implementations, it seems that the rhetoric and the narrative portrayed by 

the administration, the PNP, and the agencies responsible for the war on drugs 

have continued to dominate social media conversation as reflected in the 

number and strength of these opinions online. The result was people’s 

continued support of the policy and of the administration of implementing such 

policy. 

This do not disregard, however, that the opposing opinions’ and 

reactions from those who disagreed with the policy or some aspects of the 

policy could not still influence the policy as long as the dominant narrative is 

being accepted. As shown in the events surrounding the death of Delos Santos, 

and to some extent even that of Jee’s, although a policy could not be easily 

abolished, public opinion still has the potential to shape it or influence 



 

56 
 

modifications, transformation, or changes in the current policy. Apart from the 

characteristics of the policy related to tangibility and visibility, the key in Delos 

Santos’ case and the resulting reaction of the public was that it exposed the 

weaknesses of the aspects of the policy, in this case, the PNP as an institution 

at the forefront of the implementation of the policy. Hence, although Delos 

Santos’ death and people’s clamor for justice and abolishment of the policy did 

not put a stop to the policy, it opened the door for changes and possibly reform 

in an institution that is crucial in the policy. 
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Chapter 6. Conclusion 

 

 President Rodrigo R. Duterte administration’s anti-illegal drugs policy 

has been a very controversial since its implementation in July 2016 when he 

assumed his position. It is no doubt that the policy has affected and reached a 

great number of people despite the differences in official statistics and the 

counts of media and non-government organizations and human rights groups 

monitoring the policy. The policy’s visibility through its exposure by the media 

has also extended its reach or visibility even to people who were not directly 

affected by it. With regard to the length of the policy as another aspect to be 

looked at in Pacheco’s (2013) model, it was noted that only assumptions can be 

made as to how much more it would shape people’s attitude and engagement in 

the future since the policy has been executed for just over two years. 

The media, specifically those with presence online and in social 

networking sites, have played a significant role in showing which voices 

became dominant in particular events and which content captured the interest 

of and generated reactions and interaction from the people, and in providing 

venues for people to voice out their opinion of the policy. As a result, we have 

seen the dominant narratives perpetuated by the administration and the 

implementors of the policy and supported and echoed by ordinary people in the 

internet.  

 The overall support for the Duterte administration’s anti-illegal drugs 

policy has remained strong as reflected by the people’s comments on how they 

justify the killings and the questionable procedures and lack of due process, and 

how they still view opposing opinions and criticisms of the policy as politically 

motivated actions against President Duterte.  
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This leaves us now the question regarding the capacity of people’s 

engagement to shape the policy. We have seen the example of the death of Kian 

Loyd Delos Santos and how it generated public outrage that eventually brought 

some changes in the implementation of the policy. What is important to note in 

that particular incident is that the response of the people to his killing was not 

limited to online discourse. Exchange of online opinions and reactions among 

people provided a crucial impetus for people to move, but it did not stop there. 

It was brought to the streets, the public outrage was picked up by other 

government and non-government entities, even the international community. 

The death of Delos Santos’ and the resulting public response it 

generated also became crucial in exposing the weaknesses of the Philippine 

National Police as the primary institution implementing the policy. The series 

of events following Delos Santos’ death pushed the agency to evaluate itself as 

an organization and to introduce modifications in the implementation of the 

policy.  

Therefore, while the anti-illegal drugs policy as a highly tangible and 

visible policy was able to influence people’s attitude and engagement, the latter 

was also notable for its capability to shape the course of the implementation of 

the former. 
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국문초록 

필리핀의 마약과의 전쟁과 국민 여론: 
정책과 시민의 태도 및 참여와의 역동적 관계 

 

Lady Fatima H. Dela Cruz 

서울대학교 행정대학원 

글로벌행정전공 

 
본 논문은 필리핀의 마약과의 전쟁과 이에 대한 국민 여론 사례를 통해 

정책과 시민의 태도 및 참여와의 역동적 관계에 대해 고찰한다. 

Pacheco(2015)가 개발한 태도 정책 피드백 분석틀(Attitudinal Policy 

Feedback framework)을 사용하여 정책과 시민의 태도 및 참여의 관계가 

어떻게 상호의존적으로 변화하는지를 분석한다. 

본 연구는 로드리고 두테르테 필리핀 대통령의 불법 마약 근절 정책의 

특징을 실재성, 가시성, 도입 기간의 측면에서 살펴보고, 어떻게 정책이 이 

세 가지 중요한 요인을 통해 국민 여론이라는 형태로 피드백 되는지를 

설명한다. 페이스북 게시물에 대한 분석 결과, 정책을 내용으로 하는 게시물 

중 시민의 반응을 강하게 이끌어내는 특정 유형이 있음을 발견하고, 어떻게 

정책에 대한 시민의 태도와 참여가 정책 시행에 변화를 이끌어낼 수 

있는지를 알 수 있었다. 마지막으로 정책과 시민 참여의 역학적 관계를 통해 

향후 마약 근절 정책 기조 유지에 대해 전망하였다. 요컨대 본 연구는 정책과 

시민의 태도 및 참여의 관계가 상호의존적으로 변화한다는 것을 

확인해준다는 의의가 있다.  

 

주제어: 공공정책, 시민 참여, 국민 여론, 소셜네트워크서비스, 정책 피드백, 

페이스북 

학 번: 2017-25110 
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