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FOREWORD

We are said to be living in a Disruptive Era in which relentless interruptions and 
technological change are inevitable. While we have grown accustomed to living 
with persistent challenges, opportunities remain an integral part of our lives. The 
Disruptive Era is called so due to the consequences of the rapid development of digital 
technology that has brought about many changes to the various aspects of human 
life. Communication and media are among the fields impacted due to these changes. 
The media and communication industry is under continual pressure to adapt rapidly, to 
remain relevant in the face of unpredictable transformations.

In the last decade or so, digital technology and smartphone applications have become 
increasingly important in media and communication. However, its outreach is not limited 
to said fields. These technologies have simultaneously streamlined and challenged 
our daily lives. Recognising the rapidity of these tumultuous changes, the School of 
Communication has organized the International Conference on Emerging Media and 
Communication, ICEMC2021, with the theme “Rethinking Communication and Media 
Studies in the Disruptive Era”.

The conference was hosted virtually by the School of Communication, Universiti Sains 
Malaysia, in conjunction with the 50th anniversary of its Communication Program in 
Malaysia. With the primary objective of garnering a greater outreach and introducing 
diversity to the conference, the School of Communication has collaborated with 
reputed universities and organisations from across the globe. The collaborators of the 
conference are Abu Dhabi University, United Arab Emirates, Malaysian Association 
of Communication Educators (MACE), Assosiasi Pendidikan Tinggi Ilmu Komunikasi 
(ASPIKOM), Indonesia, Ikatan Sarjana Komunikasi Indonesia (ISKI), Silpakorn 
University, Thailand, Universitas Padjadjaran, Indonesia, School of Media and 
Communication, Taylor’s University, and Universitas Gadjah Mada, Indonesia.

The conference aimed to provide a platform for current debates, criticisms, and  
analyses in the fields of media and communication research as well as stimulate 
contemporary discussions surrounding these trends. Focus was given to the research, 
practice, policy, theory, and practical aspects of communication and the media. 
The papers and findings of the conference have been published in the Conference 
Proceeding by European Proceedings of Social and Behavioral Sciences and the 
Special Issue of ICEMC2021 in collaboration with SEARCH Journal of Media and 
Communication Research. Seventeen manuscripts were selected to be published in 
this special issue which has undergone the scrutiny of a double-blind review process to 
ensure the quality of the manuscripts.

Guest Editor
Associate Professor Dr. Juliana Abdul Wahab 
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ABSTRACT

The advancement of the Internet has popularised social media platforms, especially amongst the 
adolescent age group. WeChat is one of the popular social media platforms among Malaysian youth. 
However, its popularity amongst the younger generation also means that it is easier for sex predators 
to scout for possible victims, given news reports of rape cases that were initiated from WeChat. This 
raises the question on the features of WeChat that facilitate this phenomenon. What makes WeChat 
the medium that predators use to target their victims? This study explores the problematic WeChat 
use demonstrated by young people that exposes them to online grooming. Twelve child victims of 
online grooming were interviewed. Victims were aged between 12–16 when the assault occurred. 
Findings uncover that victims frequently used location-based features on WeChat that allowed the 
application to track their location to match other users, making them ‘visible’ to lurking predators. 
Findings also indicate that the victims’ age group, phone ownership, lack of parental control, and 
display of risky behaviour are factors that contribute towards online grooming vulnerability. This study 
suggests enhanced, hands-on participation from parents to monitor their children’s social media 
consumption, especially WeChat. To achieve this, parents must first be technology-literate.

Keywords: WeChat, online grooming, social media, young people, online sexual abuse
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INTRODUCTION

For young people who are regarded as “digital natives,” the integration of the Internet 
into their daily life is common practice. Scolari (2019) defined “digital natives” as young 
people who were born into a world of digital technologies, and thus they navigate better 
within digital networked environments. Compared to the older generation of “digital 
immigrants” that relies on face-to-face or real-life interactions, these young people are 
considered to have “e-lives that revolve around the Internet, where they access information 
and interact with others, for example, blogging, playing online games, downloading music, 
purchasing and selling online, and socialising via social media networks” (Ng, 2012,  
p. 1065). A study by Qi and Omar (2020) even highlighted that youths resort to the Internet 
for information regarding sexual and reproductive health. With young people being so 
dependent on the Internet for their daily live activities, social media has become an ideal 
platform for cybercriminals to target this group. 

One of the most concerning cybercrimes involving young people is online 
grooming, and social media is the perfect medium for online groomers to select, contact, 
and maintain the relationship with their victims in preparing them for offline abuse. While 
offline grooming is already an ongoing and substantially harmful issue, the advancements 
of the Internet has enabled new means of carrying out sexual grooming and has led to an 
increasing prevalence of online grooming. 

Craven et al. (2007, p. 297) defined sexual grooming as “a process by which a person 
prepares a child, significant adults and the environment for the abuse of this child. Specific 
goals include gaining access to the child, gaining the child’s compliance and maintaining 
the child’s secrecy to avoid disclosure”. This definition highlights important characteristics 
that form the phenomenon, as well as the complex nature of the setting in which the act 
takes place. While the definition focuses on grooming in the physical world, it can be applied 
to an online setting. Hence, online grooming is defined as perpetrators using technology 
like the Internet to approach young people online with the intent of sexually grooming the 
victim, with the final goal of offline or online abuse (Whittle et al., 2013).

To gain a better understanding of online grooming, previous researchers have 
conducted research involving victims’ own account of online grooming experience (Whittle 
et al., 2014; Lewis, 2020), convicted offenders of online grooming (Whittle et al., 2015), 
conversation logs between victim and offender (Kloess et al., 2019), and conversation logs 
between a “decoy”— adult pretending to be a child to help entrap online sex predator 
— and offenders, which is made available on the Perverted Justice website (http://www.
perverted-justice.com/), an American nonprofit website (Williams et al., 2013; Winters et 
al., 2017; Lorenzo-Dus & Kinzel, 2019). O’Connell (2003) outlined the process of online 
grooming after acting as a decoy herself, posing as an underage child, and entering online 
chatrooms to communicate with child groomers for a total of five years. 

Among the factors that facilitate the online grooming process is the environment that 
heightens the vulnerability of the child; this includes the complex nature of the individual, 
relationship within the family, the community that they interact with, and the culture they 
live in (Batool, 2020). The individual aspect of vulnerability includes the gender of the 
victims, as research suggests that girls are more vulnerable to online grooming than boys 
(De Santisteban & Gámez-Guadix, 2018). More recent studies involving data analyses 
between offenders and adults posing as child victims also confirmed that girls face a higher 
risk of becoming victims of online sexual exploitation compared to boys (Winters et al., 
2017; Black et al., 2015). Young people’s complexity or problems within the family also 
heighten their vulnerability to being groomed online.  
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Problem statement
In Malaysia, reports of young people being victimised offline after initial contact through 
social media are constantly appearing in the news. Numerous news reports reveal that 
Malaysian teenagers are now at risk of being victimised by online sexual predators 
(Hadzman, 2020; “Lelaki rogol”, 2018; “Lelaki didakwa”, 2017). Some of the social media 
platforms frequently used by predators are WeChat, Facebook, and Beetalk, with 1,143 
reported cases of social media sexual crimes since 2016 (Hadzman, 2020). 

WeChat, a social media platform originating from China, debuted in Malaysia 
in 2012. A survey by Kemp (2021) found that 41.5% of Internet users in Malaysia use 
WeChat. Among the social media platforms in Malaysia, WeChat has the youngest user 
demographic, with a third of its active users being young people. With so many young 
users, predators have taken to WeChat to scout for and groom children online. Thus, it 
is imperative to understand the functions of this online platform that enable offenders to 
connect with their victims.  

While past research provides ample discussion and data on young people’s  
involvement in online grooming,  it has yet to illuminate on how social media features, 
especially that of WeChat, expose its young users to the dangers of online grooming. 
This includes studying the pattern of WeChat use by the younger generation who place 
themselves as “visible” to anonymous predators. Therefore, this research attempts to fill in 
this research gap by focusing on features of WeChat that facilitate grooming activities, as 
well as other features of WeChat that contribute towards online grooming vulnerability. 
WeChat was chosen as this platform is the most commonly used by sexual predators in 
Malaysia (“WeChat most”, 2016). 

Research questions
This study will attempt to answer the following questions:
1. What are the features of WeChat that connect young people to online predators?
2. What are the characteristics of using WeChat that make young people vulnerable to 

online grooming?

METHOD

Research design
This study employed a qualitative research approach considering its capacity to explore in-depth 
perspectives and likely to yield high-quality information on a sensitive subject, in comparison 
to a quantitative approach. Qualitative research is concerned with an individual’s own account 
of attitudes, opinions, motivation and behaviour. Thus, it facilitates the study of issues in depth, 
without imposing pre-existing notions of the research setting (Taylor et al., 2015). The purpose 
of this study is to examine the features of WeChat that connects young people and predators 
online, and the characteristics of WeChat usage that make young people vulnerable to online 
grooming. The focus of the study is on young people’s use of WeChat features and their 
behaviour while using WeChat that might contribute to their online grooming vulnerability. 
Therefore, interviews with victims of online grooming using interpretive phenomenological 
analysis (IPA) was selected as the approach of inquiry and analysis. 

IPA is a qualitative method which aims to provide detailed examinations of personal 
life experiences (Smith & Osborn, 2015). For this research, the informants who experienced 
online grooming interpreted the experience themselves, and the researcher made sense of 
their experience based on their interpretation. Incorporating IPA in this study seemed 
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fitting as it has the ability to let the informants freely and fully recount their experience 
and their “truth” while providing an empathic stance to the researcher.

Ethics
This study was approved by The Human Research Ethics Committee of Universiti Sains 
Malaysia (Reference USM/JEPeM/19060367), ensuring that ethical rules and standards were 
followed to protect the respondents who were underage victims of online grooming. This study 
was also approved by Jabatan Kebajikan Malaysia (JKM) (Malaysian Welfare Department, 
reference JKMM 100/12/5/2 : 2019 / 333). The first step taken to uphold research ethics in this 
study was to inform all the respondents involved, verbally and in writing, about the objective 
of the study. Participation in this study was also clearly emphasised as voluntary. Respondents 
were informed that they were allowed to opt out at any stage of the interview. 

Each respondent was given a research information sheet containing an explanation 
of the study, together with an consent form, which was duly signed. Initially, the consent 
form was to be signed by a parent. However, due to COVID-19 safety measures and 
visitation restriction, the respective school counsellors signed the form on their behalf. Data 
was confidential and can be assessed only by the research team. All data was anonymised 
so that personal details were changed before analysis began. All references to the interview 
used a pseudonym and anonymised information. Audio files collected were familiarised 
and transcribed, and the audio files were kept confidential. Lastly, the audio files were not 
be made available online and were destroyed after the research was completed.

Sample
The interviews involved twelve (12) young girls who were victims of sexual abuse initiated 
from WeChat. The focus of the study was on female victims since females are more likely 
to be groomed than males (Whittle et al., 2013). Young people who had experienced sexual 
assault are put under the care of JKM after a police report is made. As such, Asrama Akhlak 
Jitra (Jitra Welfare Institution/AAJ) and Taman Seri Puteri Batu Gajah (Batu Gajah Welfare 
Institution/TSPBG) were chosen as the study location as both are welfare institutions under 
the JKM administration that provides protection to underage female victims. 

For this study, eight (8) respondents were selected from AAJ, while four (4) 
respondents from TSPBG. Of the twelve interviewees, eleven (11) were Malay, and one (1) 
was Chinese. The details of their case are shown in Table 1.

Table 1. Profile of respondents

No Respondents (R) Age (Onset of grooming) Age of offenders Grooming length
1 R1 12 25 1 month

2 R2 14 25 1 year

3 R3 11 18 2–3 months

4 R4 13 19 2–3 months

5 R5 12 19 6 months

6 R6 12 22 4 years

7 R7 15 17 1 year

8 R8 13 19 1 month

9 R9 13 24 3 days

10 R10 13 18 2–3 months

11 R11 16 27 1 year

12 R12 13 25 3 months
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The grooming length varied from three days to four years. All the respondents in 
this study considered their groomers to be a “boyfriend” at some point during the contact. 
Most of the respondents were still in contact with their groomers until they were admitted 
to the welfare institutions. The groomers’ ages varied from 17 to 27 at the onset of 
grooming. All the respondents reported both online and offline sexual abuse. Online abuse 
includes phone sex, fantasy re-enactment, voice call, and video call with their offenders, 
while offline abuse indicates rape assault.

Respondent recruitment was done by firstly contacting the principals of AAJ and 
TSPBG with a letter of approval from JKM to enter the respective schools. After approval 
was obtained, the researcher contacted the school’s counsellor, someone who is both a 
professional and familiar with the victims in the school, to help identify victims of online 
grooming. The counsellors were given an information sheet containing the inclusion and 
exclusion criteria as follows: 
Inclusion criteria:
a. Female teenager
b. Age range from 12–17 years old
c. WeChat user
d. Was sexually assaulted by the offender online and offline
e. Was sexually assaulted by the offender that she met on WeChat

Exclusion criteria: 
a. WeChat user but was sexually assaulted by the offender she met on other social media 

platforms.
b. WeChat user but was sexually assaulted by someone she met offline or someone she 

already has a relationship with.

The school counsellor was then asked to put forward candidates who fit the inclusion 
and exclusion criteria, and they were first introduced to the researcher in a group meeting 
before a one-on-one interview. After ensuring their understanding about this research, and if  
they were willing to comply, they were asked to sign an consent form, which their counsellor 
were asked to sign as well as their guardian. Due to the COVID-19 restrictions to travel and 
visit during the period of this study, parents were not allowed to visit. Therefore, the principal 
appointed the school’s counsellor to sign on behalf of their guardians. The respondents were 
then set up for an interview which lasted about thirty minutes to one hour per respondent, 
depending on their pace. During the interview, the researcher focused on building rapport 
as the respondents would converse more comfortably and openly if they feel connected with 
the interviewer. To achieve this, the researcher employed a few techniques such as letting the 
respondents be in control of the interview, asserting confidentiality of the interview content, 
and assuring the respondents’ right to withdraw from the interview at any time. 

Analysis
The recorded interviews were listened to and transcribed as soon as possible after the 
interview sessions. To get a better understanding of the data, the transcriptions were then 
re-read at least three times along with the recorded interview to ensure accuracy. This 
enabled the researcher to note the emerging themes. The names stated in the interviews are 
anonymised, and anonymous transcripts were then imported into the NVivo12 qualitative 
analysis software. 

Adopting the thematic analysis, the data was subjected to open, axial, and selective 
coding. The researcher first divided the data into discrete bits, which were then analysed 
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for commonalities that could represent categories or themes and dubbed "nodes". After 
categorising the bulk of the raw data into different nodes, the properties that characterise 
each theme were examined. The researcher used axial coding to reassemble previously 
broken-down data to find potential relationships between themes. The method involved 
reading, re-reading the themes and underlying data to see if  they could be categorised. A 
few “axes,” or key categories, around which the themes revolved, emerged as a result of 
this. Selective coding, the final coding stage, is a process that needs to be completed after 
grouping core concepts that emerged from coding and categorisation of data in open and 
axial coding.  The end result of this coding stage was a single core category that contained 
all of the categories that have been identified, created, and refined to assist in answering  
the research’s central questions.

FINDINGS

Based on the data analysis, the main themes of problematic WeChat use among youths were 
identified. This analysis yielded five main themes, which are WeChat functions, victims’ age 
group, phone ownership, lack of parental supervision, and display of risky behaviour. The 
manner in which young people used WeChat demonstrated their vulnerability to online 
grooming. 

 

Shake Sexting

Moment Lying

Look Around
Meeting 

Strangers

Drift Bottle

Functions Risky 
Behaviour

WeChat Use

Age Group

Phone 
Ownership

Lack of 
Parental 

Supervision

Figure 1. WeChat use

WeChat functions
The functions of WeChat that emerged from the data analysis can be classified as unique 
social media features. These features are only available on WeChat and are designed 
to encourage social interaction between random users (Montag et al., 2014). However, 
offenders took advantage of these specific features in their quest for victims. These few 
functions come in handy during the victim selection stage of the grooming process, as the 
victims also use these functions. What is particularly disturbing about this finding is that 
three of the four commonly used features are primarily used to communicate with strangers. 
These functions are used to acquire and match the location of the user with other WeChat 
users. All the victims frequently used the following functions : “Shake”, “Moment”, “Look 
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Around”, and “Drift Bottle”. When asked about their feelings of meeting new friends 
while using these functions, the respondents cited feeling happy, excited, hopeful, and 
open-minded. The following are some of the features that the respondents commonly used 
on WeChat.

Shake
Respondents admitted to using Shake the most amongst the four functions mentioned. 
When two users shake their phones at the same time, the Shake feature is triggered. The 
users will then exchange greetings and get to know one another. If  they want to continue 
getting to know each other, they can start being friends on WeChat, and exchange 
messages via direct message. This feature is said to be useful for meeting new people and 
creating new business contacts (Wang et al., 2015). Unfortunately, this function is used for 
a different purpose in Malaysia, where WeChat users are mainly young people. When these 
youngsters use Shake, it is mainly for socialising purposes. According to some respondents, 
the Shake feature is used to meet strangers or make "new friends," and some even confessed 
to meeting their offender via this feature. This feature does not require users to be in close 
proximity; however, users do need to be shaking their phones at the same time to get 
connected to one another.    

Figure 2. The Shake feature (Khetani, 2019)

“Ok… I got to meet with X from Shake, at first, he saw me, and then he added me. 
Then he told me that his name is X, he is 25 years and works in the army.” (R2)

“We met on WeChat… from Shake. At that time, he came to Kedah. He is from 
Perak. He came to Sungai Petani, we shake our phones at the same time. And 
then he found me and send greetings to me. We met in Sungai Petani.” (R5)

Moment
The respondents’ next favourite WeChat feature was Moment. Moment is a feature similar 
to Facebook’s news feed that allows users to post images, videos, or status updates for others 
to comment on. When using Moment, the respondents admitted to mostly uploading and 
sharing their photos. Some of the respondents said their perpetrator confessed to stalking 
their pictures on WeChat Moment before sending them a direct message. According to 
Mooney and Ost (2013), the first step in grooming typically starts with victim selection, 
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which is based on the victim’s appeal, appearance, ease of access, or perceived vulnerabilities. 
Hence, offenders might be assessing victims’ attractiveness, appeal, or vulnerabilities based 
on the images, videos, or status they share on Moment.
                     

]

 

Figure 3. The Moment feature (Khetani, 2019)

“For the features of WeChat, I think I use Moment a lot. I always upload 
Moment on my wall. And then my friends will comment.” (R4)

“My boyfriend found me on WeChat, he added me, and I accepted. And then he 
said he stalked my photos on Moment. And after that he messaged me.” (R6)

Look Around
The Look Around feature is next on the list of WeChat functions used by the respondents 
that exposed them to online grooming. It is a feature that shares the user’s location and 
allows the user to find others nearby who are also using this feature, by showing the distance 
between them (Wang et al., 2015).  The user then has the choice of sending messages to 
these other users, who could be total strangers. When a user clicks Look Around, the 
system automatically shares the user’s location with the system, and the user can appear 
in other users’ Look Around search results. All the respondents in this study admitted to 
using Look Around. This feature is very useful for perpetrators because they can use Look 
Around to vet potential victims. 
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Figure 4. The Look Around feature  (Khetani, 2019)

“I use Look Around, sometimes I am bored and I want to search for new 
friends.” (R5)

“Yes I use Look Around… all my friends use it as well. So I use it.” (R7)

In some cases, such as that of Respondent 9, the victim was the one who found the 
offender after using the Look Around feature and discovered that the offender was just 
500 metres away.

“During that time, I searched using ’Look Around’, but I only searched for 
girls! And he put his gender as female, and I wonder, who is this? Because our 
location is only 500 meters from each other. So, I added him.” (R9)

Drift Bottle
The Drift Bottle feature allows users to “throw” or “catch” text or voice messages into or 
out of a message pool (Wang et al., 2015). When a user catches a “drift bottle” containing a 
message written by another WeChat user — chosen randomly by the system — the user can 
read the message and determine whether or not to respond to the sender. The respondents 
admitted to interacting with strangers using Drift Bottle, although none of them reported 
meeting their offender through this function.
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Figure 5. The Drift Bottle feature (Khetani, 2019)

“I use the function Drift Bottle if I want to search for new friends. I will write a 
letter, after that I will put in the bottle and people can see the message I wrote. 
They can decide to reply or not. It was fun.” (R2)

“Once I used the function Drift Bottle… I wrote a message, but the one who 
replied to my message, it was really weird… he put naked pictures as his DP 
(display picture).” (R9)

With regard to their functionality in exposing young users to online groomers, most 
of the features discussed earlier are location-based, therefore enabling offenders to use 
these functions to search for nearby victims. Out of the 12 respondents, 11 of them reported 
as living close to their offenders. Only one victim (R5) reported that her offender lived in 
Perak while she lived in Kedah, and had met her offender after using Shake. Nevertheless, 
these exclusive-to-WeChat features increase the probability of a young WeChat user being 
approached by groomers. 

Age group
The majority of the respondents agreed that they were exposed to WeChat at a young age. 
All of them have been using WeChat since they were 11 to 14 years old. Respondent 8, who 
began using WeChat at the age of 12, admitted: 

“I was too young when I downloaded WeChat, I didn’t think straight. When 
things like this happened, I regret my action.” (R8)

Some of the respondents also admitted that their social issues began when they 
downloaded and started using WeChat. 

“After UPSR (Primary School Achievement Test), I downloaded and used 
WeChat. From that point on, I got a boyfriend, and I start having social 
problems. I was fine before that.” (R5)
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When young people are exposed to social media too early, they are seen as vulnerable 
prey in the eyes of the predator. Young people are not only exposed to limitless content 
available on social media, but they also risk of being identified or perceived as available 
to predators hiding behind the anonymosity of the platform. Their young age suggests 
that they are unable to make informed and reasonable decisions, especially when adults 
manipulate them. 

Phone ownership
The majority of the respondents received their own phone between the ages of 12 and 13, 
either as a birthday present or as a reward for good exam results, with only one respondent 
receiving her own phone at the age of 10 (R4). When they first got their mobile, the majority 
of them installed WeChat as well as a few other social media platforms like Facebook, 
Instagram, and WhatsApp. They started using their phone with little to no supervision 
from their parents. All the victims reported meeting their offender on WeChat, that was 
made accessible by their mobile phones. No other devices like laptops or computers were 
used in accessing WeChat. WeChat is a social media application that has both the mobile 
and the web version. However, all the respondents chose to access WeChat from their 
mobile phones. A few of the respondents admitted that they do not have a computer or 
laptop at home (R2, R4, R7), while others confessed to only accessing WeChat on their 
own phone because of privacy and ease of use.

“My mom bought my phone, but only I can access it. I put on lock screen 
code.” (R9)

“After the standard 6 exam, my father bought me my own phone.” (R11)

Lack of parental supervision
The lack of parental supervision of WeChat use exposes young people to the risks of 
online grooming. This can be attributed to the technology gap between the victims and 
their parents. Young people use social media extensively, resulting in a technological skill 
gap between them and their parents. This makes it far more difficult for parents who are 
less tech-savvy to keep track of their children’s online activities. When asked about their 
parents or guardians, many of the respondents stated that although their parents own 
smartphones, they do not have many social media accounts. This is in stark contrast to 
the respondents, who have four to five social media accounts. If  parents are unaware of 
the dangers that social media presents, it is even more difficult for them to supervise their 
children’s phone usage. Respondent 10 mentioned having several social media accounts, 
but her mother’s inability to use a smartphone reduces the likelihood of supervision.

“I have a lot of social media actually… I think I have WeChat, Whatsapp, IG, 
Michat… my father use Facebook. My mother… even you buy touchscreen 
handphone for her… she will not use it. She prefers the old Nokia one…” (R10)

A study by Ahmad et al. (2019) revealed that Malaysian parents are aware of threats 
that social media poses, to some extent, but are unable to control their children’s internet 
consumption. This corroborates with this study where the respondents admitted that their 
parents had restricted WeChat use claiming that it is dangerous for young girls, but they 
downloaded and used the application secretly anyway. 
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“My mother knows what WeChat is. She did not allow me to use because she 
said WeChat is a place for bad people” (R6)

Risky behaviour
Risky behaviour among young people is described as inexperienced adolescents engaging 
in potentially destructive activities with or without knowing the implications of their acts 
(Graham et al., 2018). Sharing of personal information, sexual contact with strangers 
and participation in extreme groups that may promote self-harm and eating disorders 
are among the dangerous behaviours associated with social media (Lewis et al., 2012). 
Moreover, a study by Waheed (2019) demonstrated that Malaysian youth are aware 
that they are displaying risky behaviour online but underestimate the potential harm in 
their actions. For the purposes of this study, data analysis revealed three forms of risky 
behaviour exhibited by the respondents on WeChat, which are sexting, lying (to parents or 
guardians), and the willingness to meet with strangers.

Sexting
Sexting is the act of youth generating and sharing sexually explicit images, videos or datas 
using smartphones (Strasburger et al., 2018). In the case of online grooming, sexting is 
used by the groomer to normalise or desensitise the victims to sexual content. All the 
respondents were asked to engage in sexting, which entails creating and sending sexual 
photos of themselves, either with the online groomer or someone from their WeChat friend 
list. The act of talking about, taking pictures of, and sharing obscene or sexual images 
or datas desensitises young people on the sex topic. In this study, the respondents who 
participated in sexting were more likely to be solicited for sexual favours. 

“Sometimes a guy DM me, straight away he will ask for my nude or topless 
photos. If I have the mood, I will reply to him, if not I will block him.” (R1)

“In WeChat, many bad things can happen. In DM, someone always sends 
something obscene, if I like it I will reply… but of course, my parents didn’t 
know about this.” (R8)

Meanwhile, Respondent 2 revealed that she always sexts with her offender. 

“I’d always give him my photos if he asked for it, but I never ask for his photo. 
If he gave it to me, I just keep it.” (R2)

Lying 
Based on the data gathered, some respondents also lied to their parents about using 
WeChat. Some parents who are aware of the dangers that young people may be exposed 
to in WeChat had taken strict measures by prohibiting their children from using WeChat, 
instead of monitoring their use. This had instead backfired with the youngsters ending up 
lying to their parents as they secretly downloaded and continued using the application, as 
confessed by Respondent 7:

“My mother didn’t know that I have WeChat. I didn’t tell her because she will 
not allow me to use WeChat. She only allowed me to use IG and Whatsapp. She 
said a lot of bad things can happen on WeChat. But I downloaded it anyway.” 
(R7)
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Meanwhile, Respondent 5 shared that the “boyfriend” she had met on WeChat was 
kept secret, and lied to her parents when she wanted to meet her boyfriend:

“My parents didn’t know that I have a boyfriend from WeChat. So, when I 
want to go out with him, I’d lie to my parents saying I want to go out with my 
girl friends.” (R5)

Meeting strangers
Young people who meet strangers online are at risk of online grooming, but meeting 
strangers offline puts them at greater risk of sexual harassment. Some victims are more 
than happy to meet with a stranger they met on WeChat. This is considered dangerous 
behaviour because young people who encounter strangers offline would be vulnerable to 
various forms of victimisation, ranging from cyberbullying to multiple types of harassments 
(Cernikova et al., 2018). In this study, some respondents confessed to intentionally meeting 
strangers they encountered on WeChat. Despite the fact that the meetings did not end in 
sexual harassment, the respondents’ willingness to meet with strangers is a factor that 
heightens victims’ exposure to online grooming. Vulnerable victims will conclude that 
meeting a stranger poses no danger, and therefore will be more likely to form a relationship 
that will ultimately entail a face-to-face meeting. The statements of Respondent 3 and 
Respondent 12 as shown here:

“So at first I only have one boyfriend, but then I started chatting many people… 
and they were in close vicinity to me. I said I was single… and so we would go 
out on dates.” (R3)

“There are strangers who ask to meet me. The ones who live nearby my house, 
they all want to meet with me. So, I went out to meet them. I went alone, riding 
my motorcycle.” (R12)

DISCUSSION

The findings from this study demonstrate young people’s reckless WeChat use that exposes 
them to the dangers of online grooming. This study does not intend to position WeChat 
itself  as a direct tool that facilitates online grooming, but the problematic usage of WeChat 
by young people can attract the prying eyes of predators. Although studies show that the 
number of WeChat account ownership is on a declining trend from 61.2% in 2016 (MCMC, 
2016) to 36.8% in 2018 (MCMC, 2018) and 27.7% in 2020 (MCMC, 2020), the fact remains 
that WeChat is still the most used application by groomers to search for victims. 

This study found that some of the WeChat functions, especially those location-
based, are used by young people to meet with strangers online. The feelings described 
when they make friends with strangers online are “excited” and “happy” rather than wary. 
Young people need to be educated about the reality of what “being online” is really about 
and the ways they unintentionally expose themselves to online predators. Chaudron (2015) 
cautioned that children who are  born into the technology era and are connected to the 
Internet on a daily basis have limited comprehension as to what the Internet or its risks  
are. The respondents in this study used the location-based features, especially Shake and 
Look Around and met their offenders. This finding is novel in its own right as to the 
researcher’s best knowledge, this is the first study to link location-based features on a  
social media platform to online grooming. 
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The findings also reveal a few problematic patterns of WeChat use that heightens 
young people’s risk of being victims of online grooming. The exposure to WeChat from a 
young age exposes them early on to online threats, as they are unable to self-regulate and 
tend to navigate social media perilously. All the victims in this study ventured online on 
their own phones, therefore enhancing privacy and restricting adult supervision in their 
usage. In fact, Van Ouytsel et al. (2020) found a parallel growth between smartphone 
ownership among young people and their involvement in sexting. 

In this respect, victims of online grooming also confirmed the lack of parental 
supervision of their media usage. Some parents blindly reject new technology, which makes 
monitoring online activities impossible. This finding is congruent with existing literature 
that found little supervision from parents and guardians on young people’s online activities 
and who they communicate with (Sasson & Mesch, 2014). 

Finally, this study demonstrates that young people who display risky behaviour 
such as sexting, lying to parents, and willingness to meet with strangers face a higher risk 
of being groomed online. This finding is consistent with Jonsson et al.’s (2015) work that 
found a correlation between youth displaying risky behaviour and solicitation for online 
sexual favours. 

Study implications
This study has important implications for the possible prevention of online grooming. 
As the findings highlight the functions of WeChat, specifically, that make young people 
perceptible to online groomers, instead of banning WeChat altogether, the preventive 
measure should be educating young people on the dangers of location-based features. 
While these young users perceive the functions as new ways of socialising and making 
new friends, they are often unaware of the risks of exposure to online groomers. Teaching 
these vulnerable social media users about the consequence of sharing their locations with 
a stranger online can empower them to regulate their WeChat usage, altogether decreasing 
the chances of being targeted by any groomers lurking nearby. The findings also suggest 
the importance of raising awareness on the true identity of people interacting online,  as 
well as the permanent nature of the images or datas exchanged online. Thus, digital literacy 
should be the focus on raising these socio-psycological awareness instead of digital skills.

Another significant lesson this study posits, is the importance of parent involvement 
in monitoring their child’s online safety. This study proves that grooming can occur in the 
span of three days and lasts up to years, and almost all the victims experience both online 
and offline abuse. Thus, parents should be open to adopting new technology, as well as 
ensuring that the safety of children is taken care of, online and offline. 

This study illumminates the limited literacy of both parents and young people in 
the digitised world. Therefore, it is recommended that the Ministry of Communications 
and Multimedia Malaysia give priority to educating the general public, especially parents 
and young people about digital literacy.

Study limitations
One of the limitations of this study is the number of interviews. The interviews were only 
conducted once with each victim. This was due to the COVID-19 protective measures 
being adhered to by each school, which the researcher was obliged to follow. However, 
efforts were made to build rapport to ensure that the victims felt safe and comfortable 
enough to tell their stories. Another limitation is the considerable lapse of time between 
the interview and the sexual offence itself. As some victims were assaulted two to three 
years prior to admittance in AAJ and TSPBG, they may have a hard time recalling and 
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interpreting their experiences. However, for those who were assaulted only months before 
the interview, efforts were not made to inquire about the assault itself  as it is possible that 
they were still suffering psychological trauma; instead the focus was on their WeChat use.

CONCLUSION

This study proposes the notion of problematic WeChat use that will contribute to young 
people’s online grooming vulnerability. Some of the WeChat features, namely Shake, 
Moment, Look Around, and Drift Bottle are used by these young people to communicate 
with strangers online, making them vulnerable to online grooming. They end up as victims 
of offline sexual abuse by their online groomer. Other characteristics of young people’s 
WeChat consumption that expose them to online grooming, include age group, early 
phone ownership, lack of parental supervision in media consumption, and display of risky 
behaviour on WeChat. Further research is needed in these areas, both from victims’ and 
offenders’ perspective of media use that facilitate online grooming. Future studies could 
fruitfully explore this issue further through  qualitative studies of convicted online sexual 
offenders to find out their patterns of social media use, especially WeChat and how this 
facilitates the grooming process which leads to physical meeting.
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ABSTRACT

Facebook is the most popular social media in Thailand because it is easy to use and useful, the 
technology is developed, and new features are continuously added. Nowadays, Facebook enables 
broadcasting via Facebook Live, which is the presentation of a video format that users can use to 
live-stream. It also includes a live chat with the audience’s messages displayed in real time. This study 
aims to apply the stimulus-organism-response (S-O-R) paradigm to construct the model of purchase 
intention via Facebook Live. Specifically, it explores how Facebook Live activities as a form of social 
media marketing builds purchase intention and how this relationship is mediated through customer 
trust. The empirical investigation involved a self-administered structured questionnaire distributed 
through a convenience sample of 609 undergraduate students. Data analysis was conducted through 
AMOS for evaluating the measurement and structural model of the study. The perceptions of credibility, 
entertainment and information of Facebook live-streaming influence the trust of the customer which in 
turn influences their purchase intention. Empirical analysis shows that the trust of young customers 
is significantly influenced by the credibility and information of Facebook live-streaming, and purchase 
intention is directly influenced by the entertainment and information of Facebook live-streaming. 
Furthermore, the findings show that trust is a full mediator between the credibility of Facebook live-
streaming and purchase intention, and a partial mediator between the information of Facebook live-
streaming and purchase intention.

KEYWORDS: Facebook live-streaming, trust, credibility, entertainment, purchase intention, 
information, mediator
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INTRODUCTION

Facebook is a very popular online social network whose users comprise all ages and genders. 
It is the most popular social media in Thailand. Facebook Thailand has the 8th most active 
users in the world while Bangkok holds the record as the city with highest number Facebook 
users in the world (We are social, 2017). In addition, survey results reveal that Facebook 
usage is more prevalent amongst teenagers compared to other age groups (Statista, 2022), 
which is also the age range of undergraduate students. Facebook has a useful communication 
function that can be used as a forum for comments and suggestions (Charoensri et al., 2017). 
It can also be used as a tool for interaction between individuals and groups like customers 
and suppliers which has facilitated online shopping (Kastanakis & Balabanis, 2014). 

Today, Facebook live-streaming functions as an online marketing communication 
tool and resource for consumer purchasing decisions. Consumer purchasing decision in 
turn, plays a vital role in the ideation and valuation of products and services. Social media  
is an interactive communication network using Internet that enables real-time interaction 
or exchange of information between individuals or between groups (interactive marketing). 
Hence, live-streaming (e.g., Facebook Live) has emerged as an important marketing tool 
today. Facebook live-streaming can directly and indirectly reach consumers and target 
groups to create awareness, image, credibility, information, and entertainment that fulfill 
the customers’ perceived values. Values such as customer trust and engagement, have a 
direct and indirect effect on customer engagement (Wongkitrungrueng & Assarut, 2018).  
Even though live-streaming shopping does build customer engagement, it is still unclear 
whether enhancing customer engagement will positively impact customer purchase 
intention in social commerce.

In e-commerce, customer trust is very important because it affects their purchase 
intention in the online environment. Customers often hesitate and are not inclined to buy 
products because they cannot directly evaluate the products. So, trust plays an important 
role in accepting risk-taking behaviour in an uncertain environment. Thus, enhancing 
customer trust motivates them to make purchasing decisions. However, commerce on 
social platforms like Facebook is a new concept, especially with live-streaming sales (Anh 
& Minh, 2019). Therefore,  a study on the influence of trust on purchase intention in social 
platforms like Facebook can be a valuable contribution. 

The present study aims to investigate how live-streaming influences purchase intentions 
in social commerce. To achieve this goal, the researcher developed a research model emphasising 
customers’ perceived values and customer purchase intention via trust of Facebook live-
streaming. The study also provides practical suggestions for sellers and e-commerce platforms 
to better leverage live-streaming for effective marketing of their products or services.

Research Questions
1. How does the perception of value via Facebook live-streaming (credibility, 

entertainment, and information) affect the purchase intention of young consumers?
2. How does trust of Facebook live-streaming act as a mediator between value 

perception (credibility, entertainment and information) and purchase intention of 
young consumers?

Purpose of Study
1. To identify the effects of perceived values from Facebook live-streaming (credibility, 

entertainment, and information) on purchase intention via Facebook live-streaming 
of young customers.
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2. To identify the effects of perceived values from Facebook live-streaming (credibility, 
entertainment, and information) on purchase intention of young customers mediated 
by trust.

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK AND RESEARCH HYPOTHESIS

Stimulus-organism-response (S-O-R) and Facebook Live-streaming 
Outcomes
The stimulus-organism-response model (S-O-R Model) is one of the consumer behaviour 
models developed by Mehrabian and Russell (1974), in a discipline that studies consumer 
behaviour and consumer decisions. Both these aspects help us understand the decision-
making process of consumers at the individual, group, and organisation level. They also 
help us assess the influence of family, friends, society, and reference groups that affect 
the decision-making process of the consumer. Thus, the S-O-R theory explains how 
environmental change triggers consumer behaviour as shown in Figure 1, and is widely 
used by researchers in determining consumer behaviour in online contexts (Aslam & de 
Luna, 2021; Tuncer, 2021; Arif  et al., 2020; Zhu et al., 2020; Dabbous & Barakat, 2020; 
Peng & Kim, 2014;  Huang, 2012). 

The S-O-R model was developed based on the idea that consumer behaviour is 
influenced by the inner perceptions of the individual. This concept states that each consumer 
acts like a processor of information and that his/her behaviour is influenced by environmental 
and social variables. To be more specific, the S-O-R model is used to describe the ways in 
which individual stimulants affect consumers and their consumer behaviour.  The S-O-R 
Model consists of three components: Stimulus, Organism, and Response. Stimulators can 
contain environmental stimulus and social stimulus, which affect mechanisms, and both 
stimulus and mechanisms influence the response, which is consumer decision.

Stimulus Organism Response

 
Figure 1. General model of S-O-R framework (Mehrabian & Russell, 1974)

Many past studies have confirmed this theory which investigate and explain the link 
between stimulus and response of the target audience through organism (emotional state and 
a rational state). For example, Aslam and de Luna (2021) examined customer engagement 
behaviour (CEB) in the context of clothing brands on social media pages, Arif et. al. (2020) 
investigated the impact of user-generated content (UGC) on consumer behaviour which 
was developed on the basis of the S-O-R theory, Dabbous and Barkat (2020) explored 
whether the relation between social media stimuli and offline purchase intention is mediated 
by hedonic motivation, consumer engagement and brand awareness, while Peng and Kim 
(2014) used the S-O-R framework to examine consumers’ reasons for shopping and whether 
stimuli affect attitudes toward online shopping and repurchase intentions. 

In the context of online platforms, Huang (2012) suggested that the S-O-R model 
triggers could be in the form of online environmental stimuli.  The experience gained from 
the use of online platforms in which these stimuli influence consumer mechanisms can also 
influence the responsiveness of consumers. According to Huang’s research, environmental 
events can play a role or act as the catalyst of the S-O-R model, and that the stimulus-like 
environment will have a role to play. It can influence consumer responses both emotionally 
and rationally (Huang, 2012). 
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The organism is affected or influenced by the stimulus and influences the relationship 
of the stimulator and the response corresponding to the S-O-R model. The organism 
may take the form of an emotional state and rational state, also known as the emotional 
mechanism and the rational mechanism. Generally, most research focus on the relationship 
between Stimulus and Response through Organism. Organism is often referred to as 
Affective Involvement and Cognitive Involvement (Huang, 2012; Kim & Lennon, 2013). 
In the context of online shopping, Kim and Lennon (2013) stated that the cognitive state 
of online shoppers deals with methods for interpreting online information and methods 
for building trust in products or services available online.

Zhu et al. (2020) used the S-O-R framework and found that perceived information 
quality positively affects trust, whereas trust plays a mediating role between Stimuli and 
Response. Perceived information quality is found to have a more significant impact on 
trust, and purchase intention. In his work on the role of IT affordance, flow experience, and 
trust on social commerce intention, Tuncer (2021) used the S-O-R theory to demonstrate 
that visibility affordance influences customer purchase intention through trust in the seller 
and social media platform. In addition, Lampe et al. (2012) revealed that people turn 
to social network sites (SNSs) for information, where their information needs are best 
fulfilled.  In another study, Lis (2013) argued that trust can be considered as the willingness 
or intention to rely on another person. In relating this to theories of planed behaviour and 
of reasoned action, where a positive feeling leads to intention, he suggested that trust in the 
source would lead to purchase intention. Similarly, Saleem and Ellahi (2017) found that 
trustworthiness of the content provider affects the purchase intention of fashion products 
on social media websites. Dou et al. (2012) also found that source trustworthiness positively 
affects intention to buy in the context of online video reviews.

With the advent of digital technologies, Wang et al. (2019) contended that 
individuals routinely go through the process of a multi-step and multi-loop flow when 
seeking information and consuming entertainment. The affordances of social media have 
challenged researchers to pay attention to the media ecology in which individual users 
are embedded, and to account for the interactive, dynamic, and evolving nature of the 
underlying communication mechanisms that drive impact. Their research reveals that the 
corresponding interactions between shopping and information properties contribute to 
the interactive dimension of the perceived added value of entertainment. Erkan and Evans 
(2016) also attested to information usefulness being the main predictor of information 
adoption and purchase intention. 

Previous studies have also demonstrated source credibility to be a powerful influence 
on online users’ behavioural intentions (Hussein et al., 2014; Zhang et al., 2018). According 
to Tanha (2020), source credibility is a term that is used to imply a streamer’s knowledge 
and positive characteristics that affect the consumer’s acceptance of a message. Therefore, 
how users perceive the credibility of Facebook news headings that lead to content is critical 
in understanding their decision to interact with social media content such as click through, 
like or sharing a news story (Kieb & Wojdynski, 2019; Lee & Ahn, 2013). Furthermore, Lee 
& Ahn (2013) also stated that highly engaged students noticeably alter their behavioural 
intention based on the perceived trustworthiness of the Facebook page but not depending 
on the perceived advertisers’ motives. Morissan (2020) added that trustworthiness refers to 
honesty and integrity, as a model of source credibility. 

Additionally, a number of previous studies examined the influence of credibility on 
trust (Willemsen et al., 2012; Lim & Van Der Heide, 2014; Levy & Gvili, 2015). In turn, Lis 
(2013) and Shamhuyenhanzva et al. (2016) found that consumer’s trust affects perceived 
e-word-of-mouth (eWOM) credibility.
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Therefore, based on the discussion, the series of hypotheses formulated are as follows: 
 Research hypothesis for the first series of paradigm S-O-R: Stimulus → 
Organism
 Hypothesis 1 (H1): The credibility of Facebook live-streaming has a positive 
effect on trust of live-streaming.
Hypothesis 2 (H2): The entertainment of Facebook live-streaming has a 
positive effect on trust of live-streaming.
Hypothesis 3 (H3): The information of Facebook live-streaming has a positive 
effect on trust of live-streaming.

 Research hypothesis for the second series of paradigm S-O-R: Stimulus → 
Response
Hypothesis 4 (H4): The credibility of Facebook live-streaming has a positive 
effect on purchase intention.
Hypothesis 5 (H5): The entertainment of Facebook live-streaming has a 
positive effect on purchase intention.
Hypothesis 6 (H6): The information of Facebook live-streaming has a positive 
effect on purchase intention.

 Research hypothesis for the third series of paradigm S-O-R: Organism → 
Response
Hypothesis 7 (H7): Trust of live-streaming has a positive effect on purchase 
intention.

 Research hypothesis for the fourth series of paradigm S-O-R: Stimulus → 
Organism → Response
Hypothesis 8 (H8): Trust of live-streaming mediates the relationship between 
credibility of Facebook live-streaming and purchase intention.
Hypothesis 9 (H9): Trust of live-streaming mediates the relationship between 
entertainment of Facebook live-streaming and purchase intention.
Hypothesis 10 (H10): Trust of live-streaming mediates the relationship 
between information of Facebook live-streaming and purchase intention.

H1

H2
H4

H8, H9, H10

H7
H5

H6

H3

ENTR3

ENTR1

ENTR2

INTP3

INTP1

INTP2

INFO4

INFO2

INFO3

INFO1

CRED1

CRED3

CRED4
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Figure 2. The conceptual model of research
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RESEARCH METHODS

Data Collection and Measurement 
The study used a survey questionnaire to collect data from a sample of undergraduate 
students. As a filter for the questionnaire, the following question was asked: “Were 
you watching Facebook live-streaming while shopping online?”. If  the answer was no, 
the respondent was asked not to proceed with the online survey. A total of 609 Thai 
undergraduate students were selected as respondents. Among the respondents, 411 (67.49%) 
were female and 198 (35.51%) were male.

As presented in the conceptual framework, there were five variables tested in this 
research: credibility of Facebook live-streaming, entertainment of Facebook live-streaming, 
information of Facebook live-streaming, trust, and purchase intention. A 5-point Likert 
scale with scores ranging from Strongly disagree (1) to Strongly agree (5) was adopted as 
the measurement scale. 

Table 1. Measurement scale used

Perception of Facebook live-streaming

Credibility (Yaakop et al., 2013)
CRED1: Live-streaming on Facebook provides accurate information about products. (+)
CRED2: Facebook live-streaming insults the intelligence of the average consumer. (-)
CRED3: Facebook live-streaming tells me which brands have the features I am looking for. (+)
CRED4: There are too many exaggerations in Facebook live-streaming. (-)

Entertainment (Chen et al., 2020)
ENTR1:  I feel happy to shop from Facebook live-streaming. (+)
ENTR2:  I felt time passed quickly while I was shopping from Facebook live-streaming. (+)
ENTR3:  I think it is interesting to shop from Facebook live-streaming. (+)

Information (Li & Suh, 2015)
INFO1: The information on Facebook live-streaming is accurate. (+)
INFO2: The information on Facebook live-streaming is objectively presented. (+)
INFO3: The information on Facebook live-streaming is easy to understand. (+)
INFO4: The information on Facebook live-streaming is sufficiently timely. (+)

Trust (Anh & Minh, 2019)
TRUS1: I think the Facebook live-streaming shop is honest. (+)
TRUS2: I believe the Facebook live-streaming shop will deliver to me the product I purchased 
according to the posted delivery terms and conditions. (+)
TRUS3: I believe the Facebook live-streaming shop will deliver to me a product that matches the 
posted description. (+)
TRUS4: Overall, I trust the Facebook live-streaming shop. (+)

Intention to purchase (Anh & Minh, 2019)
INTP1: The likelihood of purchase during live-streaming is high. (+)
INTP2: I would consider purchase products during live-streaming. (+)
INTP3: My willingness to purchase product during live-streaming. (+)

DATA ANALYSIS

After the data collection, descriptive statistics such as frequency, percentage, and mean, 
and standard deviation (SD), and correlation coefficients was carried out to obtain the 
general information of each indicator. Additionally, skewness and kurtosis tests were 
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performed to assess the data normality. After which, the data was subjected to covariance-
based structural equation modeling (SEM). Construct validity, convergent validity and 
discriminant validity were assessed by running confirmatory factor analysis (CFA). The 
mediating roles of trust were tested by examining the direct and indirect effects of these 
exogenous constructs on purchase intention. 

FINDINGS

Table 1 presents the measurement scale used while Table 2 presents the correlation 
coefficients, descriptive statistics, and normality results assessing all observed variables in 
the research. In general, the correlation results were all favourable, indicating preliminary 
support for the relationships as shown in Figure 2. When examining each observed variable 
for skewness and kurtosis, the results showed that the values of all variables fell within the 
suggested threshold (skewness = ±3, kurtosis = ±8) (Kline, 2015) satisfying the normality 
assumption. Thus, they were appropriate for further analysis. 

Besides that, the derived correlation coefficients for all the constructs (as shown in 
Table 4), Facebook live-streaming perception including credibility (CRED), entertainment 
(ENTR), and information (INFO), indicate that they are all statistically significant with 
purchase intention (INTP), as suggested by Baron and Kenny (1986). Next, all the 
perceptions of Facebook live-streaming correlated with trust (TRUS). Lastly, in assessing 
the condition of mediation, trust (TRUS) was related to purchase intention (INTP).

 
Table 2. Correlation coefficients, descriptive statistics, and normality assessment of all 
variables (n = 609)

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18

INTP1 1.000                  

INTP2 .798 1.000                 

INTP3 .775 .659 1.000                

TRUS1 .410 .375 .407 1.000               

TRUS2 .375 .354 .364 .752 1.000              

TRUS3 .349 .296 .310 .712 .635 1.000             

TRUS4 .414 .368 .420 .712 .678 .635 1.000            

CRED1 .142 .133 .103 .273 .220 .272 .221 1.000           

CRED2 .208 .181 .161 .281 .246 .267 .230 .615 1.000          

CRED3 .247 .229 .204 .293 .254 .351 .271 .446 .592 1.000         

CRED4 .270 .265 .211 .325 .292 .375 .296 .491 .458 .630 1.000        

ENTR1 .241 .200 .169 .094 .101 .140 .119 .112 .071 .233 .229 1.000       

ENTR2 .298 .257 .212 .165 .193 .196 .172 .182 .188 .292 .264 .580 1.000      

ENTR3 .293 .282 .254 .205 .224 .262 .242 .212 .234 .391 .363 .578 .640 1.000     

INFO1 .278 .206 .364 .390 .363 .425 .432 .213 .271 .217 .229 .082 .090 .214 1.000    

INFO2 .350 .287 .454 .482 .461 .450 .508 .228 .293 .256 .270 .138 .136 .255 .748 1.000   

INFO3 .307 .235 .397 .455 .416 .428 .437 .281 .320 .227 .248 .071 .049 .154 .762 .714 1.000  

INFO4 .351 .311 .404 .466 .446 .440 .469 .199 .283 .255 .277 .278 .279 .353 .539 .710 .533 1.000

MEAN 3.478 3.614 3.271 2.808 3.003 2.933 2.923 3.762 3.627 3.833 3.736 4.325 4.361 4.072 2.581 2.844 2.389 3.384

SD. 1.270 1.180 1.323 1.184 1.219 1.240 1.134 1.089 1.061 0.948 0.958 0.782 0.742 0.836 1.180 1.111 1.159 1.150

SKEW. -0.473 -0.585 -0.324 0.019 -0.126 -0.064 -0.025 -0.668 -0.456 -0.589 -0.519 -0.972 -0.935 -0.526 0.236 0.044 0.474 -0.392

KURT. -0.751 -0.442 -0.978 -0.883 -0.820 -0.961 -0.643 -0.106 -0.301 0.244 0.126 0.433 0.255 -0.318 -0.798 -0.508 -0.599 -0.447
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The five research constructs, three exogenous: (1) credibility (2) entertainment and 
(3) information and two endogenous: (1) trust and (2) purchase intention in the proposed 
model were tested with CB-Based SEM, which involved a 3-stage process: measurement 
model testing, discriminant validity testing and structural model testing.

 
Figure 3. Overall measurement model for research constructs

 
The CFA results of the measurement model testing confirmed support for the five 

constructs’ model indicating exclusiveness of the constructs used (χ2/df. = 3.072, GFI = 
.936, AGFI = .911, CFI = .961, NFI = .944, RMSEA = .058, RMR = .058), as depicted in 
Figure 3 and Table 3. 

For the reliability analysis, Cronbach’s alpha, composite reliability (CR), and 
average variance extracted (AVE) were calculated for all the latent variables’ measurement 
scales. Results, as shown in Table 3, demonstrate that all the scales are reliable. 

Convergent validity (CV) is used to establish the validity of constructs; the items 
of each construct should share a high proportion of variances in common. As revealed 
in Table 3, the CV results confirm the measures’ reliability (Henseler et al., 2015): (1) All 
standardised loadings were significant and higher than 0.50; (2) Cronbach’s Alpha value 
of all constructs were not less than .70; (3) CR value of all constructs were higher than 
0.7 (INTP = .901, TRUS = .899, CRED = .804, ENTR = .817 and INFO = .884),  and  
(4) the AVE values were higher than 0.5 (INTP = .754, TRUS = .691, CRED = .512, 
ENTR = .600 and INFO = .658).
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Table 3. Overall CFA for the modified measurement model

Construct & indicators Standardised 
loadings

Indicator 
Reliability

Cronbach 
alpha

CR AVE

Purchase Intention 
(INTP)
INTP1
INTP2
INTP3

0.954***
0.832***
0.812***

0.911
0.692
0.659

.896 .901 .754

Trust (TRUS)
TRUS1
TRUS2
TRUS3
TRUS4

0.892***
0.830***
0.788***
0.812***

0.795
0.688
0.621
0.659

.897 .899 .691

Credibility (CRED)
CRED1
CRED2
CRED3
CRED4

0.576***
0.665***
0.834***
0.759***

0.332
0.442
0.695
0.577

.822 .804 .512

Entertainment (ENTR)
ENTR1
ENTR2
ENTR3

0.706***
0.783***
0.829***

0.498
0.614
0.687

.816 .817 .600

Information (INFO)
INFO1
INFO2
INFO3
INFO4

0.781***
0.944***
0.755***
0.751***

0.61
0.891
0.569
0.563

.889 .884 .658

χ2/df. = 3.072, GFI = .936, AGFI = .911, CFI = .961, NFI = .944, RMSEA = .058, RMR = .058

***p-value < .001

Discriminant Validity and Correlation Matrix among Five Constructs
Discriminant validity refers to the extent in which a construct differs from other constructs. 
It also measures the degree of differences between the overlapping constructs. The 
discriminant validity can be evaluated using the Fornell-Larcker criterion and Heterotrait-
monotrait (HTMT) ratio of correlation (Henseler et al., 2015).

The discriminant validity assessment using the Fornell-Lacker criterion, compares 
the square root of the AVE with the correlation of latent constructs, which would explain 
the variance of its own indicator rather than the variance of other latent constructs. 
Therefore, the square root of each construct AVE should have a greater value than the 
correlations with other latent constructs (Fornell & Larcker, 1981). Based on the results 
in Table 4, the constructs’ discriminant validity is established as the square root of each 
construct’s AVE is higher than its correlation with another construct. Next, the HTMT 
criteria for each pair of constructs based on item correlations, yielded a value of 0.275 in 
respect to HTMT (TRUS, ENTR) and 0.652 for HTMT (TRUS, INFO). In comparing 
these results with the threshold values as defined in HTMT.85, the discriminant validity is 
proven because all comparisons inviolate the 0.85 criterion (Henseler et al., 2015). Thus, 
discriminant validity is established.
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Table 4. Discriminant validity assessment

Fornell-Lacker criterion HTMT.85
CRED ENTER INFO TRUS INTP CRED ENTER INFO TRUS INTP

CRED .715

ENTR .467*** .774 .288

INFO .384*** .276*** .811 .424 .276

TRUS .453*** .278*** .621*** .831 .459 .275 .652

INTP .329*** .375*** .424*** .500*** .868 .310 .367 .466 .518
Note: 1) For the Fornell-Lacker criterion, diagonal elements (in bold) are the square root of the average variance 
extracted (AVE). Off-diagonal elements are the correlations among constructs.
2) HTMT, Heterotrait-monotrait computed from formula (Henseler et al., 2015)

Structural Model Testing
Figure 3 presents the fit indices for the modified model. The χ2 /df ratio was 3.072, which 
enhances the acceptability of the model as it is within the acceptable range of ≤ 5.00. Other 
fit parameters such as comparative fit index (CFI = 0.961) and nor med fit index (NFI = 
0.944) were higher than the accepted standard value of 0.90. The root mean square of 
approximation (RMSEA = 0.058) was lower than the accepted standard value range of 
0.08 while PClose (= 0.020) was lower than the accepted standard value 0.05. Overall, 
these results demonstrate  that the model has an acceptable goodness of fit (Gaskin & Lim, 
2016). 

Having established the final structural equation model, it is now possible to test 
the hypotheses developed for this research (see Figure 4 and Table 5). These hypotheses 
can be tested by evaluating the path coefficients and the significance levels among the 
constructs in the model. In analysing the results regarding the impact of credibility of 
Facebook live-streaming on trust (H1), credibility of Facebook live-streaming was found 
to have a significant positive effect on trust (β = 0.243, p < 0.001). Further, information 
of Facebook live-streaming also has a significant positive effect on trust (H3) (β = 0.552,  
p < 0.001). Therefore, young customers who perceive strongly the credibility and information 
usefulness of Facebook live-streaming, are anticipated to highly trust live-streaming. 

In regard to impact of entertainment of Facebook live-streaming on purchase 
intention (H5), the results show that entertainment of Facebook live-streaming significantly 
and positively affects purchase intention (β = 0.236, p < 0.01). The same can be said of the 
impact of information of Facebook live-streaming on purchase intention (H6) (β = 0.144, 
p < 0.01). Moreover, for H7, trust has a significant positive effect on purchase intention 
(β = 0.341, p < 0.001). Thus, the higher the perceived level of entertainment, information 
quality, and trustworthiness, the higher the probability that the receiver or customer will 
devote significant resources to purchase intention with little scepticism.

However, entertainment of Facebook live-streaming (H2) had no significant effect 
on trust (β = 0.021, p > 0.05). Similarly, credibility of Facebook live-streaming had no 
significant effect on purchase intention (H4) (β = 0.009, p > 0.05). 

To further ascertain the effect of some variables on others, indirect effects were tested. 
The results as presented in Table 5 indicate the importance of ascertaining these indirect 
effects. The results indicate that H8 is accepted, that is, trust mediates the relationship 
between credibility of Facebook live-streaming and purchase intention. Further, the results 
from the bootstrapping revealed that the mediating effect of trust between credibility of 
Facebook live-streaming and purchase intention was significant (β = 0.083, ρ < 0.01). 

According to Baron and Kenny (1986)’s mediation analysis, if  the path estimate from 
the independent variable to the dependent variable is not significant when the mediator 
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is included in the model, then full mediation is justified. Consequently, Hypothesis 8 is 
supported by the full mediation effect of trust, as trust mediates the relationship between 
credibility of Facebook live-streaming and purchase intention. 

The results from the bootstrapping revealed that the mediating effect of trust 
between entertainment of Facebook live-streaming and purchase intention was not 
significant (β = 0.007, ρ > 0.05). Therefore, the path estimate from the independent 
variable to the dependent variable is significant, specifically when trust was included in 
the model for the relationship between the independent and dependent variable. However, 
further investigation showed that the direct relationship between Facebook entertainment 
live-streaming and trust was not significant, which resulted in an insignificant mediation 
effect. Consequently, Hypothesis 9 is not supported.  Finally, H10 is accepted. The results 
revealed that the mediating effect of trust between information of Facebook live-streaming 
and purchase intention was significant (β = 0.178, ρ < 0.01). In Hypothesis 10, the indirect 
pattern of relationships in this study, the variables of information of Facebook live-
streaming and trust are both significant to purchase intention. Thus, the role of trust can 
be regarded as partial mediation. 

In summary, the organism (the trust of Facebook live-streaming) is influenced 
by the stimulus (the credibility and information of Facebook live-streaming) which then 
influences the relationship between stimulus and the response (purchase intention of young 
customers) in accordance with the S-O-R model.

 

Figure 4. Results of the hypothetical model testing

Table 5. Results of the hypothetical model testing

Direct influence β b SE t-test Result
H1: CRED → TRUS .243*** .409 .083 4.899 Significant Accept 

H2: ENTR → TRUS .021 .039 .085 .462 Not Significant Reject 

H3: INFO → TRUS .522*** .598 .050 11.905 Significant Accept

H4: CRED → INTP .009 .017 .100 .168 Not Significant Reject

H5: ENTR → INTP .236*** .519 .105 4.940 Significant Accept

H8: CRED → TRUS → INTP; → = .083**
H9: ENTR → TRUS → INTP; → = .007
H10: INFO → TRUS → INTP; → = .178**

R2 = .440

R2 = .323
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Direct influence β b SE t-test Result
H6: INFO → INTP .144** .190 .067 2.832 Significant Accept

H7: TRUS → INTP .341*** .391 .062 6.330 Significant Accept

Test of Indirect effects: TRUS as Mediator β Mediation Result
H8: CRED → TRUS → INTP .083** Full mediation Significant Accept

H9: ENTR → TRUS → INTP .007 No mediation Not Significant Reject

H10: INFO → TRUS → INTP .178** Partial mediation Significant Accept

**p-value < .01
***p-value < .001

Summary of Hypothesis Testing (Direct, Indirect, and Total Effects)
The overall results (Table 5) show that the empirical data supports seven of the ten 
proposed hypotheses.  Regarding the effect on purchase intention as shown in Table 6, 
information of Facebook live-streaming demonstrated the strongest effect among the three 
independent variables, followed by credibility and entertainment. This result suggests that 
the characteristics of Facebook live-steaming information play an important role in young 
consumers’ purchase intention. It also advances the understanding of the links between 
characteristics of information and consumer behaviour. Characteristics of Facebook 
live-steaming information such as objectively presented (INFO2), and accurate (INFO1) 
garnered the highest scores on influencing the purchase intention of young customers.

The results of square multiple correlations also show that credibility, entertainment, 
and information, jointly explain 44% of the variance in trust of Facebook live-streaming, 
while all constructs jointly explain 32.3% of the variance in purchase intention.

Table 6. Summary of direct effect (DE), indirect effect (IE), and total effect (TE)

Exogenous 
variables

Endogenous variables
TRUS INTP

DE IE TE DE IE TE

CRED .243*** – .243*** .009 .083** .092**

ENTR .021 – .021 .236*** .007 .243**

INFO .522*** – .522** .144** .178** .322**

TRUS – – – .341** – .341**

R2 = .440 R2 = .323

CONCLUSION

This study contributes to the existing literature on the S-O-R Model by investigating 
the effect of perceived values of Facebook live-streaming on purchase intention and the 
mediating role of trust. 

The study has some significant implications for understanding customer behaviour 
and decision-making. Firstly, the perceived value of credibility from Facebook live-
streaming has no significant direct effect on customer purchase intention. However, 
trust can mediate perfectly (complete mediation) the effects on customer (undergraduate 
students) purchase intention via Facebook live-streaming. This finding is in line with 
the S-O-R model (Huang, 2012; Kim, & Lennon, 2013; Zhu et al., 2020; Tuncer, 2021). 

Table 5. (con’t)
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This implies that dominant trust can encourage young customer’s purchase intention via 
Facebook live-streaming. 

Secondly, the role of trust as a mediating variable (partial) can be seen on the effects 
of young customers’ perceived information of Facebook live-streaming on purchasing 
intention. Thus, trust supports the young customer’s purchase intention via Facebook live-
streaming. This finding is also consistent with previous studies (Zhu et al., 2020; Tuncer, 
2021).

Thirdly, unlike the other two factors, trust is not able to mediate the effects 
between entertainment via Facebook live-streaming and purchase intention, Nevertheless, 
live-streaming entertainment has a direct impact on the purchasing intention of young 
consumers. These findings demonstrate the importance of perceived added value of 
entertainment as evidenced in the literature of digital entertainment (Wang et al., 2019).

Fourthly, the results confirm that the impact of perceived credibility of Facebook 
live-streaming on trust, corroborating with previous studies (Willemsen et al., 2012; Lim 
& Van Der Heide, 2014; Levy & Gvili, 2015). Another result that corresponds to previous 
studies (Lampe et al., 2012; Zhu et al., 2020) is that perceived information quality positively 
affects trust. Perceived information quality was also found to positively affect purchase 
intention, same as Erkan and Evans (2016).

Finally, trust affects purchase intention, similar to Lee & Ahn (2013) who stated 
that highly engaged students noticeably alter their behavioural intention based on the 
perceived trustworthiness of a Facebook page. The same finding is corroborated by Lis 
(2013), Saleem and Ellahi (2017), as well as Dou et al. (2012) who found that trust of the 
content provider affects the purchase intention of products on social media. 

The research findings suggest that brands use live-streaming mainly to sell 
products/services and for branding purposes. Live-streaming also provides a possibility to 
communicate with, both existing and potential future customers in the digital environment. 
Moreover, live-streaming has made it possible to promote products and services. Brands 
should consider using or at least adapting live-streaming into their marketing and branding 
strategies because the younger generations today, use one or more social media platforms 
to communicate and to shop.

Open Access: This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 
License (CC-BY 4.0) which permits any use, distribution and reproduction in any medium, provided 
the original author(s) and the source are credited.
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ABSTRACT

As one of the most popular social media platforms in Indonesia, Instagram is used by millennials and 
Generation Z. Nonetheless, it is now common practice for a person to own accounts in more than just 
one social media platform. Hence, this raises the question regarding how Indonesian youths present 
their distinctive self in their Instagram accounts. This paper aims to analyse the identity construction 
of Indonesian youths on Instagram, as well as the space construction compared to other platforms 
they use simultaneously. The research was conducted using the virtual ethnography method to gain 
insights of not only what appears on the digital screen, but also the correlation with the users’ offline 
reality and persona. Initial findings in this paper indicate that Indonesian youths tend to present a 
certain selected persona on screen. This persona is not seen as a separated fragment from their 
offline persona but rather embraced as a part of their whole self. However, the construction of identity 
and space in Instagram cannot be separated from the socio-cultural context, not only offline but also 
online. There are factors that tend to influence the space construction in Instagram as their personal 
showroom, a personal space to present their selected self. 

Keywords: Identity construction, social media, youth culture, space construction, media 
psychology
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INTRODUCTION

Globally, the growth of active social media users shows a significant rise. In January 2021, 
it increased approximately 13.2%, which is more than 490 million since January 2020 (We 
Are Social & Hootsuite, 2021). In Indonesia, the number of active social media users has 
reached 170 million and is equivalent to 61.8% of the total population (We Are Social & 
Hootsuite, 2021). Compared to January 2020’s record, it increased approximately 6.3% or 
more than 10 million with Instagram as the third most used social media platform (86.6%), 
after YouTube (93.8%) and WhatsApp (87.7%) (We Are Social & Hootsuite, 2021). Based 
on the characteristic of the application (apps), if  YouTube is categorised as video service 
apps and WhatsApp is instant messenger service apps, then Instagram is the most used 
social networking site in Indonesia compared to other social media apps such as Facebook, 
Twitter and Tiktok.

With the many existing social media apps and the high growth of Internet penetration 
nowadays, the practice of social media usage has become a relevant phenomenon to study. 
In this digital era, social media platforms have become an integral part of people’s everyday 
life, particularly for the youth. Statistics report that as of January 2021, the majority of 
social media users in Indonesia are between 18 and 34 years old (We Are Social & Hootsuite, 
2021). This age group is considered young people or youth. In relation with media usage, 
media is believed to not only occupy a central place in young people’s social and cultural 
lives but also crucial in shaping the concept of youth as a distinct generational category 
(Bennett & Robards, 2014; Osgerby, 2020). In terms of generation, youth is identified as the 
transition between millennials and Generation Z (Dimock, 2019; Shatto & Erwin, 2016).

Millennials are characterised by the shifting of media habits, from conventional 
to digital media, particularly for the older millennials who are often referred as “digital 
migrant” (Prensky, 2012). However, younger millennials are already familiar with digital 
media usage and are often referred to as “digital native” (Prensky, 2012). On the other 
hand, Generation Z is uniquely characterised as the digital native generation for using 
digital media since an early age, as well as their capability to adapt more seamlessly with 
the development of technology and the Internet (Dimock, 2019; Shatto & Erwin, 2016). 
The wealth of evidence that proves younger millennials and Generation Z are progressively 
more active with online environments (Livingstone et al., 2011) and the increasing use of 
Internet-enabled mobile devices (Bond, 2014) suggests that using social media and online 
platforms to successfully engage with young people would be effective and potentially 
empowering (Bond & Agnew, 2016).

According to the constitution in Indonesia, youth is defined as people between 16 
and 30 years old (Undang-Undang Republik Indonesia Nomor 40 Tahun 2009 Tentang 
Kepemudaan, 2009). Referring to this classification and in this context, youths comprise 
the biggest social media user group in Indonesia. This generation of youth is the transition 
group between millennials who were born and raised in the era of digital technology 
development and Generation Z who were born and raised in the era where digital technology 
is a given. This transition in generation raises an interesting question in regard to how users 
take advantage of technology to negotiate and present aspects of the self  (Subrahmanyam 
& Smahel, 2011). Moreover, the variety of existing and emerging social media platforms 
have enabled youths to use more than just one platform. It is now common practice for a 
person to own an account in many social media platforms simultaneously; for example, 
they can become Instagram users as well as Twitter, Facebook and many more.

The practice of using more than just one social media platform leads to the fragmented 
self  (Purwaningtyas, 2019, 2020), where the user’s persona is divided into many platforms. 
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In the case of youths, the discussion about online self-presentation becomes significant 
as it becomes the way youths explore their identity (Subrahmanyam & Smahel, 2011; 
Zemmels, 2012). Social media platforms have provided the youths a space for exploration, 
whether it be how they present themselves in these platforms or how they construct that 
certain space and make it their own. Discussing the space construction in social media 
platforms becomes relevant since it is related to online behaviour, intertwining with online 
identity expression (Purwaningtyas, 2019). In this era of apps (Gardner & Davis, 2013), 
it is intriguing to analyse how the youths of today may differ from their predecessors in 
terms of crafting a unique and meaningful identity.

As the most used social media apps in Indonesia with mostly youth as its users, 
Instagram plays a significant role in shaping the digital youth culture (Purwaningtyas, 
2020; Wiederhold, 2018). Distinct from other social media platforms, Instagram 
accentuates visuality rather than text messages. It creates at some point to some extent, a 
certain degree of visual culture where photography becomes youths’ favourite language for 
“live” communications (Serafinelli, 2018). The younger generation are visibly oriented to 
utilise more images, through the practice of photo sharing and as daily social connectors 
(Serafinelli, 2018). They even depend on Instagram’s micro-celebrities in defining popular 
lifestyle, to the extent it affects their decision making in purchasing goods (Tengku Mohd 
Azzman Shariffadeen & A. Manaf, 2020; Tanha, 2020) This is enabled by the mediality 
(Bruhn, 2016) of Instagram, where it allows users to share photos and other visual tools 
of communication. This distinction raises questions to how it affects the self-presentation 
created by young users.

In the process of fragmenting the self, how do users portray self-presentation on 
Instagram? And how do users construct the online space in Instagram to make it their own 
personal space? Therefore, this paper aims to analyse not only the identity construction 
but also the space construction by Indonesian youths on Instagram, within the frame 
of Instagram’s mediality. This study also aims to enrich the communication research 
literature, particularly in the intersection field of digital and youth culture, as well as the 
rarely mentioned but significant field of media psychology.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Digital identity construction and the fragmented self
The process of identity construction in the virtual space, especially social media, has been 
the focus of several studies. Defining identity is complex as seen from the works in various 
fields such as psychology, anthropology, sociology, and philosophy. The concept of identity 
used in this paper however, refers identity as a form of communication that is internalised 
and acted out by an individual as social behaviour (Seibel, 2019). Social media platforms 
specifically, have compelled individuals to create the digital identity, a form of their extended 
self on social media platforms (Gündüz, 2017). At this stage, there are many versions of the 
individual’s “self” that are created in every social media platform they use.

Many individuals use more than one social media platform. They present their 
“self” in accordance to the mediality of the platform because they need to conform to 
the platform to present their “self” (Purwaningtyas, 2019). Thus, the individual’s “self” 
becomes fragmented in the process, specifically in the practice of having more than one 
account in one platform (Purwaningtyas, 2020). In different accounts, users can express 
themselves differently according to their preferences. This decision of different self-
presentation is related to how users expect their peers to perceive them as an individual, 
where visuality is the most significant aspect for users on Instagram.
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A study in 2019 coined the term “insta-identity”, referring to the identity that users 
specifically design and construct for Instagram (Seibel, 2019). Compared to other social 
media platforms such as Twitter, Facebook or Tiktok, Instagram stands out for its focus on 
visual content over social networking or news sharing. Therefore, the role of photography 
in identity construction is important in examining how Instagram affords the construction 
of personal identity (Seibel, 2019). One form of personal photography that is very present 
and often shared on Instagram is what is known as the “selfie” (Amalia, 2016; Arymami, 
2015; Seibel, 2019; Serafinelli, 2018). The usage of “selfie” is significant in understanding 
the fragmented self  of individuals because it affords their ability to visually construct the 
personal identity.

Constructing the “personal” virtual space
Identity in the concept of communication science is not only a personal matter but also 
a form of social act (Jung & Hecht, 2004; Seibel, 2019). Hence, the digital identity is 
also defined as the way individuals perform and express their “self” in the virtual space, 
where the attitude norms are blended with technology (Gündüz, 2017). In this respect, the 
dimensions of virtual space with all aspects in the virtual environments becomes an integral 
part in clarifying the digital identity performed by individuals. Social media platforms as 
a form of digital communication method has added a new dimension to personal and 
social interaction (Gündüz, 2017). In virtual environments, individuals as users are able to 
establish interactions with another user that they do not know without using their identity 
or by hiding or changing their gender or social status (Gündüz, 2017).

The identity construction in social media platforms has built a sense of submerging 
“the self” into the virtual space. Hence, the mediality of each social media platform that 
individuals use affects how they choose to present themselves in certain social media 
spaces (Fandia, 2021; Purwaningtyas, 2019). Instagram as a social media platform has 
added to the complexity of human interaction in space, in which the spatial perspective 
can be divided into public space and personal space (Zufar & Sari, 2021). There is this 
sense of “imagined audience” that shapes how individuals present their self  differently 
depending on which space they are in (Litt & Hargittai, 2016; Trepte & Reinecke, 2011; 
Zufar & Sari, 2021). Thus, individuals tend to divide public and personal matters in social 
media space in accordance to which “imagined audience” they have in that space (Fandia, 
2021; Purwaningtyas, 2019).

In the case of Instagram, the mediality of Instagram’s visual strength has made 
users rely on spectacles (Kertamukti et al., 2019; Putri, 2016). In Serafinelli & Cox’s (2019) 
research, the visual culture in Instagram has encouraged users to exhibit their life to the 
extent that privacy is abandoned, slightly if  not all. However, another study revealed that 
users tend to exhibit a “privacy paradox” where they make their life in Instagram a spectacle 
but are also concerned about privacy simultaneously (Adorjan & Ricciardelli, 2019). 
Selecting the “imagined audience” using features provided by Instagram is apparently one 
way users are able to build the sense of personal space on social media platforms (Fandia, 
2021).

METHOD

The research method used for this study was virtual ethnography, in adopting a qualitative 
phenomenological approach. This particular method was chosen to capture the complex 
social nature of internet-based interactions and to enable the researchers to explore the new 
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cultural formations that emerge online (Hine, 2015, 2017). The “contemporary internet” 
has become a complex and multifaceted arena which both reflects and reshapes everyday 
life, subtly remodelled by the platforms which provide options for sociality and algorithms 
that circulate data and personalise online experience (Beer, 2013; Hine, 2015; Snee et al., 
2017). Virtual ethnography was considered as it enabled the researchers to explore users’ 
personal online experience in relation to their everyday offline reality and compare users’ 
online and offline realities (Prajarto, 2018).

Informants in this research were eight youngsters who had been Instagram users for 
more than three years; this period was determined with the consideration that informants 
would have had varied experiences. Even though the number of informants is considered 
small for some research methods, for virtual ethnography research, this number is sufficient 
since the objective of this method is to aim for depth instead of generalisation (Bond 
& Agnew, 2016; Hine, 2017). Hence, methodologically this number is appropriate for 
this research. Informants’ ages ranged from 19 to 29, considering that they started using 
Instagram and other social media platforms since their adolescence or/and for at least 
three to five years. All of them resided in big cities or urban areas in Indonesia (namely 
Jakarta, Bandung, Semarang, Yogyakarta, Surabaya, and Bali). This background gives 
the socio-cultural context in reading the informant’s experience regarding the issue. As of 
sex, the informants consisted of four female and four male informants; this proportion, 
although qualitatively less significant was determined to help the researchers avoid gender-
biased analysis and to enrich the perspectives of both genders as much as possible. All 
informants’ names are replaced with code numbers to protect their privacy.

Table 1. Details of informants

Name (pseudonym) Age Sex City Time period of Instagram usage

Informant #1 29 Female Surabaya >5 years

Informant #2 27 Male Bali >5 years

Informant #3 26 Female Semarang >5 years

Informant #4 25 Female Bandung 5 years

Informant #5 23 Male Jakarta 5 years

Informant #6 22 Male Jakarta 4 years

Informant #7 20 Male Yogyakarta 4 years

Informant #8 19 Female Yogyakarta 3 years

FINDINGS & DISCUSSION

Digital technologies permit people to take advantage of creating an additional life 
story beyond the physical world (Serafinelli, 2018; Turkle, 2011). In this research, all the 
informants extended their self  on the Instagram app. Two of them (Boni and Dimas) 
also used Twitter actively, while another two (Sarah and Aga) used Facebook and the 
rest (Icha and Felicia) used Tik Tok actively. All of the informants admitted that they 
used Instagram more frequently than the other social media apps. When asked about the 
feature of Instagram that makes it more special than the other social media apps, they 
admitted that many of their friends were also active on that app. Hence, when it comes 
to interactivity, Instagram offers more chances than other apps for them to interact with 
their peers. They have a higher probability of getting likes, comments, direct messages, or 
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reposts from friends connected to them on Instagram. This finding shows the anchoring 
role of friends in youths’ social media identity expression (Davis, 2014), where  friends 
become significant in the social media usage practice itself.

Instagram, as shared by the informants, offers several features that make it popular 
among youths. First, the visual-based content. Instagram enables users to post photos or 
videos as the main form of content. Hence, users who like to express themselves through 
visuals will love this app. Apart from raw photos or videos,  users can also post graphic 
designs or infographics if  the format of the file is in photo formats, such as .jpg, .jpeg, 
or .png. Second, the caption. For users who like to write, Instagram provides them with 
the caption feature to express themselves through writings. Third, the “Instagram Story” 
feature. Besides the conventional “feed” feature that will be displayed in the user’s profile, 
Instagram also offers the “story” feature which enables users to share photos or videos that 
will disappear in 24 hours. Fourth, the “Discovery” feature, where users can find similar 
posts, which can be accessed based on the algorithm. In this feature, users are able to 
discover new accounts in accordance with their preferences. Fifth, the “Instagram Live” 
feature. Even though the informants admitted that they rarely used this feature, the “live” 
feature enabled them to watch other people’s live broadcast on Instagram like celebrities 
or influencers. These features form a kind of mediality, which is defined as the special 
characteristic that sets apart certain social media platforms (Bruhn, 2016).

The mediality of Instagram becomes the tool of online self-presentation 
(Subrahmanyam & Smahel, 2011). It also supports the identity expression of users, 
particularly in the way it becomes distinctive to the identity expression supported by the 
mediality of other social media apps. In Instagram, users can present themselves through the 
conventional “feed” feature and the breakthrough “story” feature (which was later adapted 
by Facebook, but still lost in terms of popularity as compared to Instagram Story), both 
visual and written expression forms. On the other hand, the mediality of Instagram also 
affects the way users build their space, which is closely related to the identity construction 
as they build their identity in a particular virtual space.

Identity construction through self-presentation
Online self-presentation is one of the ways to demonstrate online identity (Subrahmanyam & 
Smahel, 2011). Online self-presentation is important because individuals have considerable 
choice with regard to which aspects of the self  to reveal (Subrahmanyam & Smahel, 2011). 
It could be aspects of their self  that they especially wish to highlight such as their gender, 
interests or sexual preference but it could also be aspects that they aspire to assume, want 
to eschew or even explore and experiment with to see their own and other people’s reaction 
(Subrahmanyam & Smahel, 2011). Among the many tools of online self-presentation, this 
paper will highlight photos and videos (Subrahmanyam & Smahel, 2011), which are the 
main features of Instagram. 

In this study, the “feed” and “story” shared by informants on their Instagram 
account are divided into categories. The first category is self-portrait, or commonly dubbed 
as “selfie”. The phenomenon of selfie is recognised as a subconscious behaviour (Arymami, 
2015) that occurs as a part of society’s culture and has become a part of daily life. Selfie 
refers to the users’ photo of themselves, whether taken by themselves or had another 
person take the photo for them. The selfie that is embedded in a collectivist society is what 
Indonesia is closely related to (Amalia, 2016). The self-presentation conveys a personal 
façade or an outward appearance and is constructed to conceal flaws which generates a 
certain self-impression (Amalia, 2016; Arymami, 2015). 
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“[trans.] When it comes to selfie, of course I will choose a photo that shows my 
best angle, so either I will look pretty, cool, cute, or just simply good looking 
enough so that the photo won’t embarrass me in front of my followers.” 

In the collectivist society, other people’s opinions matter. Moreover, what other 
people think about oneself  is imperative beyond self-acceptance (Amalia, 2016; Arymami, 
2015). The interaction of self-presentation happens between oneself  and the society 
surrounding the audience (Amalia, 2016). In the case of selfies, informants tended to 
upload selfies according to certain standards of beauty in society, whether they realise it 
or not. The standard is also constructed by the social media environment. For example, 
they tended to post pictures of themselves with make-up. A recent feature on Instagram 
called “filters” also supports this tendency. Using filters while taking selfies on Instagram 
has enabled users to post selfies that are deemed perfect, showing fair skin, nicely shaped 
lips, eyebrows, etc.

 “[trans.] It’s like there is an unwritten rule among Instagram users that you 
must look good on your Insta page. It’s like a sin when you look ugly, and by 
ugly means that you don’t look as pretty as those influencers.” 

At this point, the role of social media influencers is significant in shaping users’ 
conception of beauty. Hence, their self-presentation through selfies is affected.

On the other hand, some informants admitted that they are not fond of uploading 
selfies on their Instagram account. This leads to the second category of self-presentation 
by users: visual objects. These visual objects include scenery and street views which 
informants took during their travel to tourist attractions, whether it is in Indonesia or 
foreign countries.

 “[trans.] I love to travel, and I travelled a lot before the pandemic. And I think 
Instagram is the platform to share my travel experience.” 

In this case, users tend to show their travel experiences. They want their followers to 
see that they have been to many beautiful places, not only in Indonesia but also around the 
world. They even posted a photo their plane or train ticket to show proof that they took 
the trip. They also share it on their “story” to show the “real-time” of their travels.

Other visual objects informants shared were human interest photos. These kind of 
photos were shared to present the humanity of users. They uploaded photos of natural 
disaster, conflicts in society or other social problems particularly regarding pandemic to 
reflect their condolences. This finding suggests that users tend to demonstrate their concern 
for social, political, and economic issues around them. 

Some also shared portraits of their family members whether it is their child, 
parents, siblings, or extended family. They admitted that they wanted to share heart-
warming content by showing family pictures on their Instagram account. The same applies 
to portraits of their friends. They love to show the bond and closeness from moments they 
spent with their peers. 

“[trans.] This Instagram profile is my personal profile, right, and I want to 
share anything about me in that profile, and it means my family and friends too, 
because they are the people, I cherish the most in my life.”
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 On the other hand, some informants (Informants #3, #4, #7 & #8) admitted that 
they do not share anything about their family. 

“[trans.] Posting anything that I do with my friends, that’s cool but with family? 
No, I don’t think so. They’re already taking so much place in my offline life, so 
let’s not bring them up in social media too.”

In relation to kinship, the informants’ opinions are apparently divided. Some do 
not find any problem in sharing contents about their family members, but others find 
it troublesome. However, all of the informants agreed about sharing content related to 
friendship. Users tend to prioritise friendship over kinship as content material for their 
self-presentation. They show friendship as a part of their self  rather than kinship. This 
finding is related to a previous finding on how social media users tend to cut off  kinship 
from their online reality (Purwaningtyas, 2019, 2020). This is related to self-presentation 
on their social media account. There is a tendency to show some as well as hide some parts 
of their self  from their kinship because they feel more comfortable sharing parts of their 
self  with their friends.

The next category shared by informants on their Instagram account is everything 
related to hobbies and interests. These include music, movies, food, fashion and more. 
For music, they shared songs they were listening to from Spotify. For movies, they shared 
movies they had been watching on Netflix. This implies that the informants shared two 
layers of themselves. The first layer shows that they are Spotify and Netflix users while 
the second layer shows their music and movie preferences. Similarly, they shared another 
aspect of themselves when they uploaded content about food and hangout places. They 
tended to show that they are keeping up with current trends as well as making efforts to 
make a distinction of their self  by creating the content as “Instagramable” as possible.

These findings imply that online self-presentation is not merely a matter of the 
user’s choice and desire to show their self  and explore people’s reaction as Subrahmanyam 
and Smahel stated (2011). There are layers of expectations and goals that even the users 
themselves may not realise when they make the choice of presenting online a certain 
persona. In the case of Indonesian youths, these layers are constructed by the socio-cultural 
characteristic in which an individual’s worth is often defined by the opinion of people 
around them. Hence, every choice they make consciously is constructed subconsciously to 
fulfil the social expectations of how they want their society to perceive them. Therefore, a 
closer look at the audience and their self-presentation is needed and this leads us to the next 
discussion regarding how Instagram users build their own virtual space in the platform.

Space construction in Instagram virtuality
Online identity is closely related to the audience whom the users “speak” to (Trepte & 
Reinecke, 2011). However, the term “audience” in the space of social media becomes 
rather ambiguous as users are spectators to one another, which leads to the notion that the 
social media space has demolished the “panopticon” (Purwaningtyas, 2019). In the social 
media space, users become the communicator as well as the audience. In this open space 
where they can see and can be seen by others, the way youths build their virtual space has 
significant measures in constructing their self-presentation. The measures range from the 
way they select the audience for their profile to the way they present themselves in front of 
that audience (Purwaningtyas, 2019, 2020). 

Based on the earlier discussed findings on informants’ self-presentation, online 
identity not only consists of the self  they think they are but also the self  they aspire to be 
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in front of the selected audience. In this research, informants (Informants #4, #5, #6 & 
#8)set their Instagram profile to “public setting”, while others (Informants #1, #2, #3 & 
#7) set their profile to “private setting”, which requires other users to ask for permission to 
become their followers on Instagram. When asked about the reason for choosing “public 
setting”, the informants argued that social media is a public space even though the account 
they use is their personal account. They are aware that everything they post is watched by 
the Instagram public, which are mostly their friends. 

“[trans]. I use Instagram for socializing with others, so I don’t see the point 
why we should make it a private account, unless there are things that we want 
to hide. But there are many ways to control our contents and audience, for 
example, I set my peers in the ‘Close Friend’ feature. So, when I post something 
that I want only my close friend to know, I can just use that feature. No need to 
make the account private.” 

However, users get a sense of control with the “Close Friend” feature in Instagram.
On the other hand, Boni and Sarah responded that the “Close Friend” feature is 

not enough or too burdensome for them. Hence, they choose to set their profile as “private 
setting”. They admitted that the setting gives them power to control who can follow them. 
Users are also aware that their action in social media is being watched, so they select their 
audience. 

“[trans.] I think it’s less drama when you have the private setting for your 
Instagram. You can avoid the people that you don’t really know offline, so 
you can avoid bad people like stalker, for example. And when your followers 
are carefully selected, you need less time to ponder about your post, you can 
basically post anything because you know the people who will watch is not the 
people who will judge you from what you post.” 

Based on these findings, irrespective of choosing a public or private setting for their 
profile, it is clear the informants were concerned what their followers might think of them 
through the contents they uploaded on Instagram.

By “controlling” their users, informants in this research tended to build Instagram 
as a safe space for them to express their identity. Irrespective of what they shared on their 
Instagram page, they want to be assured that no one will leave a bad comment or judge 
them. In other words, they were inclined to build Instagram as a comfortable space to 
share their perspectives and opinions without getting any backlash from others. 

“[trans.] My Insta page is my personal space, right, so I should feel free when I 
use it because that’s the place where I can be myself. When there are annoying 
people in it, I can just block or mute them.” 

Informants #6 and #8 admitted that Instagram features made it easy to cut off  
online relationship with users who seemed harmful to their online identity.

Even though the informants are aware that Instagram, as a social media platform 
is a public space, they believed that their Instagram account is a personal space since 
they are using their personal identity. This belief  comes from the notion that they can 
control the “public” of their Instagram account. They assumed that they can create their 
ideal “imagined audiences”, which is actually constructed by similarity and acceptance 
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of preferences (Purwaningtyas, 2019; Trepte & Reinecke, 2011). Informants #2 and #4 
admitted that they “muted” some of their friends because they posted things that were 
the opposite in perspective; these informants simply referred to those posts as “weird”. 
However, the informants did not block them because they are still friends and wanted to 
maintain their connection. Hence, muting them was deemed the best solution; they are still 
‘friends’ on Instagram but the informants no longer see their “weird” posts. This suggests 
that even though informants want to build a safe and comfortable space for themselves, 
they still consider the relationships they have with certain people. It is a contextual way to 
react towards other users who threaten their online safety and comfort.

Apparently, there is an effort to maintain prior offline relationships through online 
relationships. However, Informants #2, #4, #5 and #7 admitted that they selected their 
followers and people they follow not only based on offline relationship, but also based on 
similar preferences and perspectives, and that is the most significant factor. 

“[trans.] Most important thing for me is to make my Insta page a place for 
my own freedom to be myself, without worrying about people’s judgment, but 
apparently, that is hard to get these days.” 

Users desire the freedom for identity expression in every way possible and they 
construct the space on Instagram to fulfil that desire.

The space construction in Instagram revealed in this research implies that there is 
a paradox in the way Indonesian youths perceive social media platforms. On one hand, 
they consciously share information to the public, on the other, they consider the “public” 
as their personalised audience. Therefore, they do not regard the space as a public space 
but a personal space instead. This finding subscribes to the notion of “privacy paradox” 
(Barnes, 2006), in which social media users show paradox when addressing privacy matters 
in social media usage. They are concerned about their privacy but give away their personal 
information in their social media profile. However, in this case, the paradox is shown in 
relation to people or audience whom users are presenting their self  to, instead of merely 
personal information shared online. Moreover, these findings imply that the concept 
of mediality stated by Bruhn (2016) is not only limited to the features of social media 
platforms that enable users to present themselves, but also the characteristic that shapes 
how users build their own space with all the relationships within.

CONCLUSION

The findings regarding informants’ self-presentation leads to a conclusion in three aspects. 
First, youths tend to build the selected persona according to what their friends and followers 
deem as good, nice, and perfect. These standards of good selfies, nice photographs and 
perfect impressions are constructed by the environment in Instagram itself. The visuality 
of Instagram tends to motivate users to post “beautiful” things rather than the “real” 
thing. However, for users, those “beautiful” things they show on Instagram are perceived 
as the “real” things for them; for it should have been.

Second, youths tend to show their selected preferences according to what they deem 
as distinct from common trends or what their friends and followers deem as trendy and 
cool. This is demonstrated in the way they carefully choose the preferences they present 
on their Instagram account whether it be taste in music, movies, television shows, food, 
hobbies and more. They desire to obtain “a nod” from the Instagram environment about 
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a certain image of their self, as a kind of acknowledgement and recognition. This leads to 
the tendency or desire to gain acceptance from their friends and followers.

Third, youths’ relationship with friends and followers is the anchor of Instagram 
reality; the identity they build to fulfil certain aspects of that relationship. The self-
presentation they show on their Instagram account is presented to build that desired 
identity. For users, the engagement with their friends and followers on Instagram is a 
significant aspect in using the apps rather than any other social media apps. However, 
subconsciously, this condition leads to friends and followers determining what they select 
to present about their self. Whether they realise or not, the freedom they find in Instagram 
is dependent on their friends’ and followers’ reactions.

The space construction in Instagram leads to the conclusion that youths tend to 
perceive Instagram space as a personal space although the Internet is an open space, with 
the whole world watching. Whether youths realise it or not, as personal as they try to make 
it, Instagram makes them “a-selected-open-book” for their friends and followers. For users, 
they tend to see their friends and followers on Instagram as a part of their personal circle. 
Hence, they do not regard them as “public” since they assume their relationship with them 
is personal.

Youths choose a certain identity to present themselves to their friends and followers. 
Paradoxically, these friends and followers are the “public” or audience of their Instagram 
profile. In conclusion, Indonesian youths approach their Instagram account as a personal 
showroom for the imagined audience that they have selected for themselves. They have a 
sense of freedom to select their audience, to choose what to present about their self  and 
to anticipate certain reactions from their peers. For as long as they have that sense of 
freedom, it does not matter whether the freedom is barricaded by the relationship they 
have with their friends and followers. This is what retains them as an Instagram user and 
the Instagram account as their personal showroom.

Open Access: This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 
License (CC-BY 4.0) which permits any use, distribution and reproduction in any medium, provided 
the original author(s) and the source are credited.
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ABSTRACT

Cyberbullying is one of the most discussed phenomenon at present. This study accentuates the  
youth’s understanding of cyberbullying and aims to comprehend how previous research about 
cyberbullying among young people has been conceptualised and discussed. The objective of this 
study is to bring together qualitative studies that focus on young people’s perceptions of cyberbullying. 
The Scopus and Google Scholar databases were used for a systematic literature review and synthesis 
of qualitative studies from 2011 to 2020. The standard of the selected studies was assessed using the 
Critical Appraisal Skills Program (CASP) assessment method. Of the 3,204 diverse studies identified, 
59 were reviewed in detail and 13 studies on youth were included. The main findings of the study 
include concepts such as Intention, Repetition, Aggression, and Anonymity. The significance of this 
research will help to identify, evaluate, and synthesise the concepts of cyberbullying among the youth, 
in addition to the complexity of the cyberworld that they patronise.

Keywords: Cyberbullying, youth, social media, qualitative approach, digital culture



Conceptual study on cyberbullying among youths: A critical review

50

INTRODUCTION

Cyberbullying has emerged as a global public health issue in keeping with the rapid growth 
of information and communication technology (ICT) (Craig et al., 2020; Espelage & Hong, 
2017; Khairulnissa et al., 2021). Cyberbullying harms both its victims and perpetrators as 
they undergo numerous harmful effects physically, psychologically, cognitively and socially. 
(Helfrich et al., 2020). For instance, cyberbullying is associated with increased anxiety, 
cognitive impairment, and suicidal behaviors, with stronger symptoms of depression and 
suicidal thoughts than traditional bullying (Cañas et al., 2020; John et al., 2018). As such, 
the consequences and the aftermath of cyberbullying poses a formidable challenge for 
parents, teachers, peers, and policymakers, apart from the affected young people themselves 
(Campbell et al., 2019; Foody et al., 2017; Hellfeldt et al., 2020; Pepler et al., 2021; Tian et 
al., 2018; Wang & Ngai, 2021).  

According to literature, the threats of cyberbullying have a significant correlation 
to young people’s health and well-being (Hellfeldt et al., 2020; Hossain et al., 2022; Hua 
et al., 2019; Tian et al., 2018). Similar to traditional bullying, the literature points out the 
need for effective evidence-based prevention and intervention initiatives (Calvo-Morata 
et al., 2020; Della Cioppa et al., 2015; Hutson et al., 2018). Most adults such as parents 
or caregivers of today’s youth do not have any first-hand experience of social media or 
social networking sites (SNS) during their teenage years (Best et al., 2014; Dennehy et 
al., 2019; Meter et al., 2021). This makes formulating applicable solutions difficult, as it 
is vital to understand the nature of cyberbullying from the perspective of young people 
such as youth and teenagers. As such, the inclusion of “social media savvy” young people 
in the problem-solving process can provide dynamic insights (Alipan et al., 2021; Piliso, 
2020). In fact, excluding young people from cyberbullying research can potentially lead to 
a misinterpretation of the problem and misguided solutions for policymakers as well as 
caregivers.

 While traditional anti-bullying approaches have been used to recognise and 
resolve cyberbullying, the lack of engagement with young people is significantly lacking, 
especially those from the vulnerable groups of perpetrators and victims (Cross, 2018; Peter 
& Petermann, 2018; Smith, 2019; Spears et al., 2018). 

Traditional bullying is defined by three elements: (1) the intention to harm, (2) 
repetition of the act, and (3) the power imbalance between the victim and the perpetrator 
(Kennedy, 2020). These elements are often used in cyberbullying studies, with the exception 
that this type of violence is communicated through electronic devices (Kowalski et al., 
2014; Langos, 2012; Tokunaga, 2010). The application of these criteria to cyberbullying 
is still up for debate, and the lack of a common agreement by the scholarly world on the 
phenomenon’s conceptualisation and operation has undermined attempts to recognise and 
resolve it (Patchin & Hinduja, 2015; Peter & Petermann, 2018; Smith & Berkkun, 2017; 
Smith, 2019). 

Based on the nature of qualitative studies, it gives researchers a sneak peek on the 
insights of the  problem, and the opportunity to understand the concept of cyberbullying 
among young people. It helps to bring to the fore the conceptualisation of the young 
people’s understanding and subjective definition from their experience and thoughts 
(Baas et al., 2013). Literature also shows that several studies have explored young people’s 
understanding of cyberbullying using qualitative approaches (Betts & Spenser, 2017; Bryce 
& Fraser, 2013; Kwan et al., 2020; Meter et al., 2021). 
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While traditional bullying and cyberbullying share certain characteristics, 
cyberbullying has its own set of traits due to the complexities of the cyberworld and the 
ambiguous nature of some of the experiences that occur to young people (Kowalski et 
al., 2014; Myers et al., 2017; Tokunaga, 2010). A synthesis of these qualitative studies 
could lead to a better conceptual understanding of cyberbullying from the young people’s 
viewpoint and the changing nature of cyberbullying in the past decade.

This study is intermittent in nature as a meta-ethnography of young people’s 
conceptualisation of cyberbullying. It takes a rigorous method to synthesise the qualitative 
data from the existing literature to produce and develop the meta-ethnography. Thus, the 
novelty of the study helps to summarise the studies from different parts of the globe but 
explores similar objectives of the study (Cahill et al., 2018; France et al., 2016; France, 
Cunningham, et al., 2019; Toye et al., 2014). In short, the objective of this study is to 
systematically review the qualitative studies from different parts of the world, critically 
appraise them and summarise the findings regarding young people’s conceptualisation of 
cyberbullying.

METHODOLOGY

The meta-ethnography method generates new insights, highlights knowledge gaps, and 
reveals areas of data saturation where no additional primary research is needed like 
conventional systematic reviews (Brookfield et al., 2019; Noblit, 1988; Toye et al., 2014). 
Meta-ethnography aims to create translations and interpretations that are grounded in 
people’s daily lives. It has been successfully used to synthesise qualitative studies of young 
people’s attitudes and experiences (Lucas et al., 2019; Lucherini et al., 2020; Shaw et al., 
2019) and is frequently used in the synthesis of qualitative health research. The authors 
were involved with similar qualitative research and research design that abetted for data 
selection, inclusion, and the research approach. 

Literature search and the inclusion method
The primary literature search was based on young people’s perspectives of cyberbullying 
using qualitative approaches. If  the qualitative characteristics were delineated, then 
mixed-method studies were included. Quantitative studies using qualitative approaches, 
such as open-ended questionnaires were deliberately omitted from the literature search. 
Participants had to be 10 – 24 years old, referred to as young people by Stringaris et al. 
(2018), to establish a homogeneous sample. Mixed-sample studies, such as those involving 
parents or students, were omitted. Studies were included if  they were written in English, 
peer-reviewed, and published in their entirety.

A comprehensive data searching method was formulated to search the data 
from the different indexes. The keywords “young”, ’people”, “cyberbullying”, “youth”, 
“adolescents”, and “cyberbullying” were developed to begin the search from the different 
indexes. The initial search began with Web of Science (Core collections) database that 
led to further searches in Scopus (Elsevier) database and Google Scholar with the same 
keywords. The reason these databases were selected is due to their variety of works, latest 
updates on social science based articles, and unique library (Bramer et al., 2017). The 
search was conducted for papers published January 2011 to December 2020. Apart from 
the database search, the researchers also reviewed the reference lists including studies, 
contacted authors of conference abstracts and key authors in the field, and conducted a 
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manual search of six key journals: New Media & Society, Computers in Human Behavior, 
Cyberpsychology Behavior and Social Networking, Aggression and Violent Behavior, Journal 
of Adolescence and Journal of Adolescent Health.

Quality appraisal of studies
Throughout the meta-ethnography, the review team actively read and re-read the studies 
independently and assessed their content using the Critical Appraisal Skills Programme 
(CASP) checklist (CASP Qualitative Appraisal Checklist, 2013). Disparities were 
addressed through discussions and decisions were reached through consensus (Pollard et 
al., 2020; Sarmento et al., 2017; Toye et al., 2014). For studies that were not excluded from 
the synthesis for their quality, the process revealed valuable information about the ethical 
clarity process, data collection, and analysis methods.  

Data analysis process
To facilitate the qualitative analysis and synthesis process, the complete texts of the 
selected studies were imported into QSR’s NVivo 12 Software (NVivo 12, 2016), an 
inclusive approach to extract data (Dennehy et al., 2020; Soilemezi & Linceviciute, 2018). 
Using a structured data extraction form, the reviewers reported and tabulated all pertinent 
contextual and methodological data provided in the selected studies. The aims, contexts, 
ethical review and consent procedures, youth participation in the research process, sample 
size, participant characteristics, and research methodology of the studies were all included. 

The interpretations of the participants and researchers were analysed thematically 
(Castleberry & Nolen, 2018; Dennehy et al., 2020; Hamel et al., 2021). Three conceptually-
rich studies were identified and these were studied and coded independently to ensure 
inter-coder reliability and validity (Jacobs et al., 2015; Nili et al., 2017). The codes and 
prospective categories were discussed and differences in interpretation were considered by 
the reviewers to enhance the analytical process to code further studies.

Both the reviewers discussed and finalised the codes. Four core concepts that 
represented the main findings of each study were established through an iterative process 
(Castleberry & Nolen, 2018). Geographical information, age range, gender, and participation 
in cyberbullying were systematically investigated to maintain the context of the primary 
data. The researchers looked for similarities and differences in the implicit thoughts and 
contexts of individual studies, allowing for reciprocal and refutational translation of 
studies to one another. By combining the translations of each core concept, the reviewers’ 
perspectives were developed for this meta-ethnographical systematic literature review.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

The PRISMA flow diagram in Figure 1 depicts the search procedure. After removing 
duplicates, the database searches found 3,204 unique documents. Four other documents 
were collected from sources other than Scopus, Google Scholar and Web of Science. A 
preliminary title screening eliminated 2,781 records, while a title and abstract screening 
eliminated another 2,012 records. The full text of 84 publications were reviewed for 
eligibility; 71 were ruled out, leaving 13 articles for the meta-ethnography analysis. 
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Interpretation of thoughts
At the very primary level of data interpretation, the phenomenon of cyberbullying is now 
intensive on social media platforms especially Facebook (Ashktorab & Vitak, 2016; Berne 
et al., 2020; Ging & O’Higgins Norman, 2016; Jacobs et al., 2015; Papatraianou et al., 
2014; Pelfrey & Weber, 2014; Samoh et al., 2019; Topcu et al., 2013; C. Wang et al., 2019). 
The emergence of social media and social networking sites has shaped the concept of 
cyberbullying from “bullying online” to ”bullying on social media”. The shifting paradigm 
is clearly understood from the cognitive understanding of the young people (Kowalski et al., 
2019; Olweus, 2012; Olweus & Limber, 2018). The dynamic nature of this act perpetrated 
in the cyberworld is visible in the reviewed studies. One study (Ging & O’Higgins Norman, 
2016) indicated that boys are more likely to bully but another study argued that they tend 
to solve it physically rather than online (Pelfrey & Weber, 2014). 

The reviewed studies significantly demonstrate the intention of cyberbullying as 
one the key factors and how anonymity plays a major role (Berne et al., 2020; Jacobs 
et al., 2015; Papatraianou et al., 2014; Patterson et al., 2017; Samoh et al., 2019; Topcu 
et al., 2013; Wang et al., 2019). Additionally, the consequences of cyberbullying are 
mostly psychological, and in some cases, can lead to depression, self-social exclusion 
followed by suicidal behaviour (Abu Bakar, 2015; Monks et al., 2019; Pelfrey & Weber, 
2014; Samoh et al., 2019). However, some choose to ignore it, some take it as a part of 
daily life (Samoh et al., 2019), and some older youths think they can help their juniors by 
guiding them on how to deal with cyberbullying (Berne et al., 2020). With regard to this, 
Papatraianou et al. (2014) contended that their social-ecology environment can help them 
overcome cyberbullying experiences. Shockingly, some young people think they can defend 
cyberbullying by being a perpetrator as highlighted by Hinduja and Patchin (2016) in their 
“General Strain Theory”.   

The four meta themes that represent young people’s perceptions of cyberbullying 
are Social media dominance, Perpetration, Consequences, and Dealing with the act. Bold 
and italics are used to illustrate the sub-themes. First-order interpretations (views of 
research participants; italicised quotations) and second-order interpretations are used to 
explain the themes (views of the authors; non-italicised quotations). Where contextual 
data is available, it is mentioned (Atkins et al., 2008; France, Uny, et al., 2019). 

Social media dominance
One of the most significant findings of this study is the dominance of social media in 
the virtual life of young people. The frequent mention of Facebook as the platform of 
cyberbullying was noticeable in the majority of the studies (Abu Bakar, 2015; Ashktorab 
& Vitak, 2016; Berne et al., 2020; Ging & O’Higgins Norman, 2016; Papatraianou et al., 
2014; Pelfrey & Weber, 2014; Samoh et al., 2019; Wang et al., 2019). Apart from Facebook, 
Instagram, Snapchat, and other social media platforms were also mentioned. Scholars 
mentioned in their research that “Most participants [38 of 48 (79.2%)] reported that 
SNSs were the venues where they were most likely to experience or witness cyberbullying, 
including unofficial school Facebook pages, personal Facebook pages, Instagram and 
Meteor” (Wang et al., 2019).

Abu Bakar (2015) found that Facebook, is a platform for young people for having 
fun, a free interactive medium, and socializing platform. Additionally, his thematic analysis 
identified Facebook as a platform for young people who were concerned about socialising. 
“Therefore, the researcher proposes that the characteristics of online media, especially 
Facebook, has motivated adolescents to utilise it for socialising in cyberspace”. Pelfrey 
& Weber (2014) mentioned the involvement of Facebook in their study,  “And then (after 
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posting something bad about others on Facebook). People say stuff  they would not 
normally say, and then you get to school the next day, it’s awkward”. This reflects the 
thoughts of young people who are ominously concerned about social media posts and they 
feel awkward about what happens in social media. 

Wang et al. (2019) examined anxiety among the young people regarding Facebook 
and how they are worried about their Facebook platform personality. A 18-year-old female 
participant said, “I think our unofficial school Facebook page should be removed. Someone 
called me names on it. I felt very uncomfortable [angry face].”  Another 16-year-old female 
participant mentioned, “The posts on our unofficial school Facebook page would remain 
online forever. Even if you later felt sorry about attacking the victims, you couldn’t withdraw 
what you posted.” 

SNS pages are hotbeds for hate propagation in the cyberworld where young people 
create an environment of cyberbullying with bystanders encouraging it, without  realising 
the consequences for the victims. “Hate Pages can be defined as pages where a cyberbully 
posts screenshots of another user’s pictures and uses malicious captions under those photos 
to harass the person.” (Ashktorab & Vitak, 2016). In the same study, a participant from 
the study mentioned “Facebook Wars”, where people’s personal arguments can be seen on 
Facebook, especially in comments on posts and replies. “There is quite a lot of bitchiness. 
What are you going to expect from an all-girls school, to be quite honest.”

A 15-year-old Turkish male participant in Topcu et al.’s work (2013) shared that 
after his friend’s Facebook password was stolen, the perpetrator posted bad things on the 
walls of the victim’s friends. By stealing a person’s Facebook password, the perpetrator 
can post, send messages, or stalk their friends on the site without their permission. The 
participant added, “I have lots of friends in my Facebook list whose wall is open to the public 
and they are not aware of the privacy settings of Facebook”. 

Interestingly, among the Thai young people, it has become an ordinary part of life 
where they do not take these incidents as an offence. One of the participants in the study 
conducted by  Samoh et al. (2019) stated, “So, I think it’s become an ordinary thing that 
we will come across if we use it [online media]. Even this morning I just told off my friend 
on Facebook.” The researchers also commented that, “Thai young people’s understanding 
of cyberbullying is that it’s just an ordinary matter.” However, Papatraianou et al. (2014) 
retorted that SNSs or social media should be moderated more intensively — “Facebook is 
not moderated, although the introduction of the ’report’ button has improved its safety to 
some degree.”

Perpetration
During the analysis, many contributing factors were found related to cyberbullying. Some 
of the participants and researchers believed the intention to bully online plays a pertinent 
role in the incidents (Jacobs et al., 2015; Monks et al., 2019; Pelfrey & Weber, 2014; Samoh 
et al., 2019; Topcu et al., 2013; Wang et al., 2019) while some of the studies revealed that it 
depends on the victim(s) (Monks et al., 2019; Samoh et al., 2019). 

A participant from Topcu et al.’s study (2013) stated, “I have thought and tried to 
remember whether I did something embarrassing during being watched through the webcam 
by him.” In this regard, Topcu et al. (2013) concluded that, “joking, intentional harm, and 
taking revenge were the main reasons for cyberbullying and people prefer bullying through 
the Internet because it is easy, requires less effort, and is perceived as less risky.”

A 17-year-old female participant from the focus group of Wang et al. (2019) shared 
her experience, “I have been insulted [on Facebook Messenger] by my schoolmates because 
I’m homosexual. They called me the ladyboy and told me that I’m disgusting.” 
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However, some studies argued that if  a person thinks he/she is a victim, only then 
can the incident be considered cyberbullying. Whereas if  the person on the receiving end 
thinks it is merely friendly banter, then there is no case for cyberbullying. Monks et al. 
(2019) highlighted in their study that, “Both boys and girls commented that images may 
be circulated initially in an innocent way, or as a joke with no harmful intent.” In another 
study, a group of participants stated “Some guys will… say ’you’re such an idiot’ but don’t 
mean it like that; they’re just joking around” (Patterson et al., 2017). 

Findings also reveal sub-themes like outsider ignition, a situation where sometimes 
person “X” may have no intention of harming others, but bystanders create their own 
interpretation of X’s words or actions and provoke person "Y" to believe he/she is the 
target or victim of cyberbullying (Patterson et al., 2017). 

According to Patterson et al. (2017) “Participants consider false accusations as 
socially unacceptable, placing accusers at risk of becoming targets themselves”. Also, 
Abu Bakar (2015) discoursed that, “there were individuals who liked to support the 
perpetrators’ remarks by clicking the ’like’ button on the Facebook wall, thus encouraging 
them. Another group of individuals, according to the informants, were those who liked to 
provoke cyberbullying incidents by initiating aggravation and letting others do the actual 
harassment on the victim.” 

Another determinant is revenge, where the bully intends to harm others just because 
they have chosen vengeance. In these cases, the victim can either take revenge on the 
perpetrator by becoming a perpetrator themselves or the perpetrator was or is a victim in 
real life.  A 15-year-old male participant mentioned “…she tried to take revenge [because] 
of [our] break up…” (Topcu et al., 2013). 

However, according to most of the studies, it’s the anonymity that makes 
cyberbullying more dangerous than traditional bullying and the victim is blank in this 
case. The criminal can conceal their identity at any time in an online setting. In fact, the 
online world’s power imbalance is founded on anonymity. The victim(s) do not even know 
how to remonstrate or talk back (Abu Bakar, 2015; Pelfrey & Weber, 2014; Samoh et al., 
2019). According to Patterson et al. (2017), “Participants suggesting anonymous online 
aggression was relatively uncommon, albeit more prevalent in certain forums than others.”

According to Wang et al. (2019), “The majority of participants (32 of 48 [66.7%]) 
stated that cyberbullying was characterised by anonymity, indicating that perpetrators 
could attack victims but remain anonymous.” In addition, Abu Bakar (2015) mentioned 
that cyberbullies “…can be anybody they want online and remain hidden from others.”

Consequences
The effects of cyberbullying has been the focus of scholarly work. Sometimes the consequences 
are not major but some studies underpin the consequences of psychological trauma that leads 
to suicidal behaviour (Carvalho et al., 2021; Nixon, 2014; Schenk & Fremouw, 2012). Further, 
Patterson et al. (2017) contended that, “Broad, generic insults such as ’ugly’, ’fat’ and ’annoying’ 
did not warrant intervention; participants believed most targets would brush these comments 
aside easily. However, comments specifically personal in nature — race, sex, sexuality, family 
members and home life, or general ’hate’ messages were all seen as unacceptable.”

The victims of cyberbullying sometimes had a connection to their real life. As Wang 
et al. (2019) found, sometimes online bullying continues with traditional bullying in the 
real world. Supporting the statement, Samoh et al. (2019) stated, “Participants thought it 
could go both ways – sometimes offine bullying would be followed by cyberbullying, and 
sometimes vice versa.” Pelfrey & Weber (2014), however disagreed by saying people may 
not  bully in real life although they bully others online. However, some studies reveal that 
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while young people may have conflicts in the online space, in real life, they do not linger 
(Ging & O’Higgins Norman, 2016; Pelfrey & Weber, 2014; Samoh et al., 2019; Wang et al., 
2019). 

In this respect, Ging & O’Higgins Norman (2016) highlighted that, “Many 
participants report online fights that were never acknowledged face-to-face.” Additionally, 
a participant of Pelfrey & Weber’s study (2014) expressed, “If you were there in person 
there’d be no way you would say any of this stuff to anyone’s face, but yet they write it on 
their status.”

The effects of cyberbullying is not only felt by the victims. Sometimes, the damaging 
impact on perpetrators has also been established (Berne et al., 2020; Jacobs et al., 2015; 
Pelfrey & Weber, 2014; Samoh et al., 2019; Topcu et al., 2013). Samoh et al. (2019) pointed 
out “Participants thought that cyberbullying had consequences for both the bully and the 
victim.” 

According to the findings of the selected studies, social exclusion is one of the 
consequences as well. Acording to Monks et al. (2019), “The consequences of non-
compliance, such as social exclusion, were also acknowledged in an all-girls focus group”. 
Although, not all victims feel victimised, look for solutions, symphatise or become stressed, 
some become angry enough to turn into a bully themselves to back up the perpetrator or 
bully others. 

Following the findings of Jacobs et al. (2015), Patterson et al., (2017), Samoh et al., 
(2019), Topcu et al., (2013), and Wang et al., (2019), the victims of cyberbullying who become 
bullies themselves is putting a strain on young people (Paez, 2018; Patchin & Hinduja, 2011). 
A participant from a study admitted, “It turned out that XXX [the victim’s name] anonymously 
verbally abused the boy who always made fun of him on our unofficial school Facebook page” 
(Wang et al., 2019). Another participant from the study of Samoh et al. (2019) stated, “If 
anyone does it to me first, and I know who it was, I’ll take revenge. Why be afraid? They can do 
it to us, so surely we can also do it to them. Why go along with it?”

Dealing with cyberbullying
After being bullied online, how do the victims deal with the incidents? According to the 
findings of one  study, some of them ignore the situation and/or do not take the issue 
seriously. Most of the participants  in the  reviewed studies pointed out that ignoring is the 
best policy to bypass the bullying (Ashktorab & Vitak, 2016; Fenaughty & Harré, 2013; Ging 
& O’Higgins Norman, 2016; Jacobs et al., 2015; Patterson et al., 2017; Samoh et al., 2019; 
Wang et al., 2019). A female victim from the focus group of Wang et al. (2019) said, “They 
[the schoolmates] were gossiping about me on the chat group on Facebook Messenger, but I 
didn’t reply to the message and quit the chat group.”

A group of high school students suggested teaching netiquette to young people for a 
positive outcome in the future. In this way, young people will understand the consequences 
of bullying to their reputation as well as to the victims (Berne et al., 2020). 

Interestingly, the young participants expressed their social-ecological support 
for any first-hand help that they could look for (Berne et al., 2020; Monks et al., 2019; 
Papatraianou et al., 2014; Topcu et al., 2013). Patterson et al. (2017) observed that their 
participants depended on their “true relations and friendships” while Fenaughty & Harré, 
(2013) highlighted  “ the importance of peers for support”. The initial  help comes from 
peers, friends, families, and the teachers as they assist victims to overcome and give them 
mental support as per study findings (Bronfenbrenner, 1977; Wright, 2016).   

Meanwhile, some other participants from other studies believe that telling their 
seniors such as family members or teachers will result in a counter-reaction, for example, 
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restriction of their access to the Internet and social media (Jacobs et al., 2015; Samoh 
et al., 2019; Wang et al., 2019). Furthermore, a participant from Patterson et al.’s study 
(2017) admitted, “It’s kind of uncool to get your parents involved”. Another participant 
mentioned, “If my parents knew they’d have to ask me more, and their questions might just 
put more pressure on me” (Samoh et al., 2019).

Line of argument
Young people are largely exposed to cyberbullying. In most cases, they are bullied on social 
media platforms like Facebook, Instagram, and Line. In some cases, bullying also takes 
place on the unofficial Facebook groups/pages of schools. Nevertheless, young people tend 
to retain their social media accounts, even at the cost of continuous harassment online. 
Family relationship seems to be neglected by the young people although the involvement 
of parents can be very helpful in tackling cyberbullying,

The different types of cyberbullying appear to harm the psychological health of  
young people. It has been observed that social exclusion in online groups, harsh or hate 
speeches on race, sex, and sexuality, mocking of photographs, identity theft, and profile 
hacking are the key cases of cyberbullying. However, the young participants from 
the reviewed studies have asserted that they are against cyberbullying and they use the 
soft approach to push back against such behaviour by ignoring it or retaliating against 
the cyberbullies. It should be noted, however, that the aggressive way of responding to 
cyberbullying can turn victims into bullies. The themes also reveal that not only do victims 
suffer but the perpetrators too. This explains why perpetrators hide their identity and 
choose anonymity and are feared by victims. Sadly, some young people do not consider 
cyberbullying a serious issue, but is only a form of entertainment that can be ignored by the 
people who think they are being victimised. Interestingly, the perception of cyberbullying 
is different between the young people of Asia and the global North.

The differences between bullying and cyberbullying remains a concern in the 
scholarly world (Baldry et al., 2017; Beltrán-Catalán et al., 2018; Lazuras et al., 2017). 
Yet, one of the differences, that is, the usage of ICT or digital devices in cyberbullying has 
remained the same for years (Gladden et al., 2014; Tokunaga, 2010). Although the key 
differences remain the same, the layers underpinning the definitions have changed over 
time. According to the findings of this study, it is inevitable for young people to avoid the 
cyberworld and they are equally focused on their virtual life and real life. The interpretations 
of the young people’s responses demonstrate that their online world, emotions, reactions, 
and behavior are allied to different social media or social network platforms like Facebook 
and Instagram. 

This meta-ethnography analsyis gives a bottom-up synthesis of the conceptualisation 
of cyberbullying among young people. According to their perceptions, the perpetration of 
cyberbullying adds new layers such as revenge in relationships. The findings also reveal that 
some of the young people do not take this seriously but some do; and those that do, want 
to train their younger schoolmates about cyberbullying. But in most cases, cyberbullying 
is not considered cyberbullying unless someone claims to be a victim. The friendly banter 
line is not crossed until someone feels hurt. 

The understanding of cyberbullying is different in Asia and the global North. 
Europe and North America or Australia find cyberbullying hurtful and psychologically 
challenging whereas Asian young people accept it as a regular part of life and they, either 
ignore it or complain to their parents or teachers. However, some have found a way of 
retaliating against the bully and become a bully instead.       
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CONCLUSION

Due to inconsistencies in indexing, it is possible that the researchers may have 
unintentionally missed some potentially relevant studies from the various databases (Hong 
& Cross Francis, 2020). But apart from this limitation, the selected studies have passed the 
rigorous methodology and the critical appraisal process. However, the researchers found 
no studies from the South Asian perspective or region. So, researchers from South Asia 
should consider emphasising qualitative studies on cyberbullying and young people. 

Apart from scholars’ perceptions, this qualitative synthesis contributes to the young 
voices from different countries to conceptualise their perceptions of cyberbullying. In this 
respect, the study suggests a new dimension in defining cyberbullying from the perspective 
of young people. According to the findings, cyberbullying refers to the intentional and 
harmful spread of hate online or using social media platforms. Cyberbullying is a crime, 
only when someone claims to be a victim, otherwise it can be counted as friendly banter. 
Also, a cyberbully is not only limited to the person who initiates spreading harmful 
contents of others, as those who join or ignite issues can also be considered bullies instead 
of bystanders. According to Hinduja and Patchin (2007), Kowalski et al. (2014) as well as 
Olweus and Limber (2018), cyberbullies have the technological advantage over the victim. 
But in the current era of social media and social networking sites, most young people have 
already acquired the necessary skills and knowledge in technology. 

Open Access: This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 
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the original author(s) and the source are credited.
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ABSTRACT

Radio is often regarded as one of the important mediums to reach the masses. In the last decade 
or so, the radio industry has faced unprecedented challenges with new developments in broadcast 
technology where digital media and digital content have become popular amongst the public. In 
the past, the development of radio lagged compared to television and other forms of new media 
in reaching out to the mass listeners. However, digitalisation and convergence in the radio industry 
have changed the way listeners consume radio content. Migration to digital technology has made 
access to radio more convenient than ever. We can now tune to radio from various platforms such as 
smartphones, radio apps, online radio, and television to enjoy music and obtain the latest information 
about the world around us. This article aims to highlight the issues and challenges faced by the 
conventional radio in the disintegration era, specifically looking at the development of the radio 
industry in Malaysia.  The lack of academic work about radio within the local context has left a void in 
understanding the latest developments of the radio industry. This study used a qualitative approach 
by conducting in-depth interviews with key market players to examine the survival of radio in the 
disintegration era. The findings show that the migration from conventional to digital radio is gradual 
and uncertain. Government, industry players and listeners play vital roles in the development and 
future of digital radio in this era. 

Keywords: Radio, disintegration, migration, challenges, Malaysia
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INTRODUCTION

The latest trend in the radio industry involves the digital technology that has transformed the 
conventional radio into a versatile medium following the proliferation of the Internet and 
digitalisation. Technology creators and technological determinists believe that technology 
can change the world for the better. Inevitably, the conventional radio has been strongly 
affected by digital technology. The evolving technology can be interpreted as disruptive 
since it disrupts how radio functions in society today. 

With new developments taking place in radio technology, there has been interventions 
from international bodies such as the International Telecommunication Union (ITU), 
a specialised agency of the United Nations (UN) responsible for all matters related to 
information and communication technologies. The Asia-Pacific Broadcasting Union 
(ABU), a non-profit, professional association of broadcasting organisations transformed 
the radio industry through the Geneva 06 agreement that facilitated the migration from 
analogue to digital television broadcasting. With rampant advancements in the broadcast 
industry today, most conventional radio industry players, especially the private sectors in 
developing countries continue to urge their governments to make decisions and move faster 
to keep abreast with the latest developments. The rapid changes require industry players to 
learn, re-learn, and to adapt to these new broadcast environments. Technological change 
has rippled through the conventional radio in multiple tiers. It began with the radio studio 
— from Open Reel to the Nagra, Record Player to audio mixer and computer conquest for 
the radio studio. Open Reel or reel-to-reel tape recorder was the audiotape used for voice 
recording. Then, Nagra, a brand of portable audio recorders used in the radio studio was 
introduced to replace reel-to-reel technology. Every change seems unique not only to the 
listeners but to the radio personnel as well.

The production and distribution of radio is constantly changing, and these changes 
are beginning to affect consumption. From conventional radio to digital radio and 
podcast, countries are adapting to the ever-changing landscape in many ways but in the 
case of Malaysia, through government standpoint and policies. The radio in any format 
is imposing and important. It is important in most digital societies that we often assume 
that it is similar in its impact and make-up. This article aims to highlight the issues and 
challenges faced by conventional radio in this disruptive era, specifically looking at the 
development of the radio industry in the Malaysian context.

Problem statement
Tacchi (2000), Vanhaeght (2019) as well as Veneti and Karatzogianni (2020) described 
radio as an under-researched field, evidenced by the absence of current academic works 
related to radio. In Malaysia, studies on radio is very limited.  Adhikarya (1977) investigated 
the beginning of radio in this country, Sarji (1996) examined radio in the war era and 
Darussalam (2005) studied the development of broadcasting in Malaysia, in general and 
radio, in particular until the 2000s. In the last two decades however, studies related to 
the radio industry in the local context has been non-existent. Many regard that in this 
digital age, research about radio is no longer vital. Thus, it has been difficult to establish its 
significance and highlight the real problems in the radio industry.

Today, Internet radio, radio apps, satellite radio and digital terrestrial radio 
are regarded as “disruptors” to the conventional radio. These new technologies break 
down and redefine time and space in the context of conventional radio production and 
distribution. In Malaysia, the establishment of Astro Radio brought about a radical change 
to conventional radio when it introduced satellite television (TV) to broadcast radio, radio 
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apps, and Internet radio to Malaysians. The strategy used by Astro Radio in penetrating 
a large community market can be portrayed as a disruptive innovation to Astro Radio 
competitors (Astro Awani, 2017). The number of Astro subscribers snowballed — the 
numbers have continued to rise from time to time, as reported by GfK (2018) and Md Isa 
et al. (2021).  

The disruption caused by Astro Radio compelled Free-To-Air (FTA) broadcasters to 
make changes as well which then contributed further to the national digitalisation project. 
National broadcasting stations had originally targeted 2005 as the digital broadcasting year 
but the efforts failed, and 2017 was selected instead as the year for fully digital broadcasts on  
tv and radio. However, up until 2016, the conventional radio migration’s progress was still 
unclear, and there has been no significant development in the FTA industry. Even more  
worrying was the decline in profits amongst the FTAs, as reported by the Malaysian 
Communications and Multimedia Commission (MCMC, 2010, 2011, 2012, 2013, 2015, 2016).

Former Minister of Communications and Multimedia Malaysia, Datuk Seri Dr 
Salleh Keruak (“Bidang penyiaran”, 2017), mentioned that broadcasting in the digital 
era is critical and complicated and urged further research in this field to understand the 
radio’s position and relevance to the nation. He argued that broadcast migration is not an 
easy process due to numerous obstacles and challenges that need to be overcome. Taking 
cognisance of the importance of radio as part of the communication medium in this 
country, the pressure with digitalisation and the lack of research in this field, several new 
questions on the survival of radio now, and its future emerges. Thus, this paper assesses the 
issues and challenges of radio in the disruptive era of Malaysia.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Undoubtedly, radio is one of the mediums that play an essential role in providing 
entertainment and disseminating information in a society (Nazari & Hasbullah, 2010; 
Photiou et al., 2017; Salman, 2021). In the 1990s, manufacturers and distributors of 
radio equipment, international broadcasting bodies such as ABU and ITU as well as 
broadcasting bodies in developed countries actively introduced and promoted digital radio 
and television broadcasting. This situation implies that digital technology is regarded as 
a mechanism that can solve radio coverage and audio quality problems in conventional 
radio. 

Muhamed Yunus and Phang (2012) argued that the change from the conventional 
broadcasting industry to digital is a necessity, especially in Malaysia’s local radio industry. 
In the early days of migration, it was seen as a symbol of modernisation in the conventional 
radio industry (Ibrahim, 2018; Backhaus, 2020; Skoog & Badenoch, 2020). In Malaysia, 
the radio industry has undergone significant development primarily to educate, inform 
and entertain society (Sabran et al., 2020). In the name of modernisation and nation 
development, the government introduced the privatisation policy and the national 
telecommunication policy to help boost the economic sector in this country (Ministry of 
Communications  and Multimedia, 1994). The idea and plan to establish a digital satellite 
broadcasting station reflects the seriousness of the government to modernise the country’s 
broadcasting industry and to improve the existing technology so that the country can 
progress in the increasingly globalised world.  

It is fashionable to discuss digitalisation in broadcasting. The trouble with 
digitalisation as a word or concept is that it is too broad, a catch-all term for a whole series of 
forces changing the radio ecosystem — from production and distribution to consumption. 
Mostert (2018) defined Internet radio and podcast as digital radio but that too would be 
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oversimplifying. On the other hand, Fischer (2020) and Oziewicz (2021) proposed a different 
definition — digital radio uses binary digits 0 and 1 to transmit the radio spectrum. 

Following digitalisation, the national broadcasting industry was exposed to digital 
technology transmission using satellite services pioneered by Malaysia through Astro. The 
technology introduced and applied by Astro is different from the FTA practices that use 
analogue terrestrial technology. The distinction involves types of technology as well as 
whether analogue or digital significantly influences the three essential components in radio 
production which are the studio, transmitter, and receiver. The combination of these three 
components is known as the value chain in radio production. 

 

Receiver (radio 
set/decoder)

Transmitter  
(digital terrestrial/

satellite

Studio (audio 
mixer)

Figure 1. The value chain of radio production (Ibrahim, 2020)

The first component is the studio that serves as a contact point or conty to produce 
live broadcast content. An audio mixer is vital to mix between announcements, jingles, 
sweepers (segues between song that give listeners a brief  station promo: UMSfm – the first 
campus radio station in Sabah), public service announcements (PSA), and music. Both 
analogue and digital radio use the audio mixer but its usage and operation differs by the 
radio announcer (Ibrahim, 2020; Oziewicz, 2021).

The second component is transmitter, essential to deliver the signal from the studio 
to the receiver. The signal processing between analogue and digital is different. An analogue 
transmitter uses an electromagnetic wave to carry the signal. In contrast, the digital 
transmitter uses binary digits to encode the signal. In Malaysia, the only broadcast station 
that uses a digital transmitter is Astro. Astro uses Digital Broadcast Satellite (DBS), which 
transmits satellite signals using the direct-to-home (DTH) standard, where the signal is 
sent (uplinked) and received (downlinked) by the viewer through a set decoder. Each signal 
is received and sent through a device, namely a dish located outside the house (Ibrahim, 
2020; Oziewicz, 2021).

The third component is the receiver. The receiver involves two aspects. The first 
aspect is technical, while the second is non-technical. From the technical perspective, the 
receiver refers to a radio set or any tool to receive a radio signal such as a television decoder 
set. The non-technical aspect refers to the listeners who own the radio set or are browsing 
a radio programme (Ibrahim, 2020; Oziewicz, 2021).

Thus, that value chain empowers listeners with information, education, and 
entertainment. The modernisation of the radio industry entails a process of social 
institutionalisation. As we learnt from past studies, the radio exists to provide information 
and entertainment to people. With digitalisation and the birth of social media, the radio 
now faces its greatest challenges in connecting to its audience. Today, radio listeners are 
not just focusing on listening to conventional radio as radio content can now be accessed 
and heard through various platforms and devices. More and more people listen to radio on 
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smartphones, streaming devices, and computers where all interactions occur via a keyboard 
or touch screen. Now the activity of listening to the radio is no longer just aural or visual, 
it is increasingly becoming more sophisticated — we touch the screen multiple times to 
open apps, access schedules, and connect to stations to listen to our favourite radio shows, 
live or on-demand (GCED Clearinghouse, 2017).

In this digital age, the radio is regarded as undergoing digital disruption. This is 
not just a matter of entertainment, ratings, and ranking. Digital disruption, according 
to Christensen et al. (2015), is the change in the value proposition of existing goods and 
services caused by new digital technologies and business methods, that is also portrayed as 
a transformation triggered by digital technologies and business models. In summary, the 
advancements in new technology disrupts the conventional radio in the digital age.

Research questions
The 4th Industrial Revolution in the context of the radio involves cloud radio, radio apps, 
online radio, digital satellite radio and digital terrestrial radio. These are all catchwords 
of the technological advancements that we have heard over time. Based on the discussion 
earlier, the study poses the following research questions:
a) How does new technology affect the conventional radio industry in the disintegration 

era? 
b) What are the issues and challenges faced by the conventional radio industry in these 

changing environments? 

Specifically, the study looks into the ways radio is migrating from conventional 
radio to digital radio and the role of technology in this migration. The outcome of this 
study can add to the corpus of literature on radio migration in Malaysia and identify the 
changes taking place in the radio ecosystem. 

Purpose of study
This article calls to attention the issues and challenges faced by the conventional radio in 
the disintegration era, specifically looking at the development of the radio industry in the 
Malaysian context. 

RESEARCH METHODS

Wimmer and Dominick (2011) defined the qualitative approach as a process of inquiry in 
understanding a problem that does not involve statistics but instead, uses flexible questioning 
to understand the issue studied. Whereas Denzin and Lincoln (2011) interpreted the 
qualitative approach as a situation in which the researcher uses observational methods 
for data collection. A qualitative approach can also be described as obtaining data openly 
(open-ended) (Campbell, 2014). Thus, the researchers chose in-depth interviews as the 
data collection method to answer the research questions.

In communication studies, the qualitative approach is widely used by scholars 
to study radio. Coleman (2020) and Hirschmeier et al. (2019) used this approach to  
understand how digital radio production can influence the producer in making aesthetic 
decisions in the United Kingdom. They combined observations and interviews to 
understand the digital broadcast environment and the behaviour or reaction of radio 
station managers and radio presenters who need to work in an ever-changing environment, 
that is, from a conventional radio environment to a digital radio setting.
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O’Neill (2010) and RheinlandPfalz (2017) examined the development and growth 
of the radio industry in Canada and the United Kingdom using in-depth interviews and 
document analysis of policies and news reports. This method was used in previous studies 
such as Anderson (2012), Halbert (2015) and Jauert (2017), who used in-depth interviews 
and document analysis in their studies involving radio as the primary research medium. 
For this study, a purposive sampling technique was used to select six informants from the 
industry for interview. The justification for selecting the informants was based on their 
expertise, knowledge, and involvement in the radio industry. Table 1 shows the list of the 
informants involved in this study. 

Table 1. The list of informants

Label Organisation Date
Informant 1 International Data Corporation, ASEAN 15 Nov 2017

Informant 2 The Star 14 Nov 2017

Informant 3 Radio Televisyen Malaysia 20 Dis 2017

Informant 4 Radio Televisyen Malaysia 20 Dis 2017

Informant 5 Asia-Pacific Broadcasting Union 2 Feb 2018

Informant 6 BFM 14 Nov 2017

Each interview lasted approximately 50–65 minutes. All data was recorded and 
analysed using MAXQDA. 

FINDINGS

Based on the interviews conducted, the study found that the era of digitisation in 
Malaysia began when ASTRO was established in 1996 and pioneered the country’s digital 
broadcasting industry. The informants (3, 4, 5) explained that the digitisation project was 
part of the government’s efforts to strengthen the country’s economic development in 
line with policies formulated by the government, such as the privatisation policy, national 
telecommunications policy, and national digitisation plan. Informants clarified that with 
the privatisation policy, there was an increase in private radio stations. Further, the national 
telecommunications policy outlined by the government aims to help the country provide 
good telecommunications and broadcasting infrastructure to the community. However, the 
digitisation project of the convention radio faced (and continues to face) some issues as 
will be discussed next. 

Issues in conventional radio
The radio environment is ever-evolving. Over the past 24 years, the radio’s nature and 
function in the society have been altered dramatically by technological advancements. 
Radio migration occurs when the magnitude of the change reflects the transformation of 
the radio ecosystem in a significant way. In the past, the radio industry did not have to work 
hard to compete with television. However, due to rapid digitalisation and the pervasiveness 
of social media, the radio today, struggles  to get listeners and advertisements.  

The interviews also highlighted two major issues that need further attention from 
the government, which are the reluctance to change among FTA broadcasters and the 
stagnant FM frequency. However, we do not deny that political decisions and financial 
constraints also  contribute to the lagging digital migration project. 
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Digital resistor
In Malaysia, initial measures have been planned since 1997. However, the reluctance of the 
industry to migrate has caused a large-scale digital disruption impact resulting in reduced 
profits, as mentioned by the informants of this study. However, this pattern is not only 
seen in Malaysia but in most of the Asia Pacific region.  Informant 1 mentioned that most 
countries in the Asian region are reluctant to migrate to the digital radio. This reluctance 
can be described as a "digital resistor", which refers to the refusal to migrate from analogue 
to digital. 

“Now we (IDC) ranked companies across Asia-Pacific when it comes to how 
many resistors you (media in Asia-Pacific area) are to digital transformation 
or we (IDC) across whether you are in the way of digital disrupted. In the 
Asia-Pacific, unfortunately, the majority of organisations can fall into the 
blanket of the digital resistor.” (Informant 1, IDC, ASEAN)

Informant 5 shared a similar opinion. 

“They say reluctant from the broadcast side, but they say they are ...we are 
happy with our market share, we have a good number of FM listeners, and 
we don’t want to disturb them. So, this is tailing when you are bringing new 
technology or bringing the change”.  
 (Informant 5, Asia-Pacific Broadcasting Union)

The digital resistor situation occurred probably due to the non-existent need  
for migration at the point in time, as found in our study. The reluctance of private  
radio stations to change when the plan was brought up in a meeting in 1997 suggests  
that the radio stations were in a comfort zone. There was no need or necessity for the 
migration to digital radio. When the radio industry was hit by the digital disruption in 
2016, the industry realised the need to migrate and keep abreast with current technology 
trends. 

Nevertheless, the blame for such indifference should not be borne by the broadcasters 
alone. MCMC needs to be more agile and prepared to deal with these problems. The 
digitising of the radio industry was not a new idea as it had been discussed since 1996. The 
planning which started in 1997 should not have remained in its planning stage until today. 
The failure to proceed with the planning by wasting more than ten years reflects the apathy 
in addressing the issue. The indecisive attitude of taking digital radio issues for granted 
reflects the weakness of MCMC as a regulatory body.

The findings reveal that 2014 should have been the year of disruption given the fall 
in profits. Unfortunately, the media seemed to ignore the signal due to their reluctance to 
switch, as stated by Informant 2 (The Star):

“In 2014, it was a disaster. You know why. Everyone spends their money in 
the management level to buy the coolest iPad and the coolest iPhone, and 
everything else. Unfortunately, no one talks about integrating. No one talks 
about access. No one talks about how we should manage this entirely”. 

This statement shows that radio broadcasters and regulatory bodies neglected to 
shift from analogue to digital radio under the pretext that it was not time yet for change. 
This is where the complexity of media can be seen as to how it is regulated and how the 
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rules are put together. Unfortunately, this is often conveniently labelled as a discussion 
about the old and new media amongst broadcasters.

FM frequency’s saturation
Apart from that, the results also revealed a consensus with regard to the saturation of the 
FM standard transmission. As such, the country’s FTA radio industry needs to migrate to 
digital technology. 

“The FM spectrum is available from 88 to 108. That’s the limit for FM. But 
the spectrum for radio is now full. In KL, how many services are there? Until 
there is no room for new services. That’s why we have to migrate.”
 (Informant 3, Radio Televisyen Malaysia) 

Similarly, another informant also indicated the saturation of the FM standard.

“As of now, the spectrum is limited. If people (radio stations) have taken that 
wavelength, it can’t be shared anymore unless the broadcast time is shortened. 
This is what we do now - between Asyik FM and Salam FM. One broadcast in 
the morning and the other one broadcast in the evening. Salam and Asyik share 
the same frequency and broadcast at different times. But, if we go digital, we 
can have many radio stations.” (Informant 4, Radio Televisyen Malaysia) 

The saturation has caused two radio stations, Asyik FM and Salam FM owned 
by RTM, to share the same frequency but broadcast at different times. However, some 
other informants also highlighted the need for migration from a macro or broader aspect, 
covering the global radio industry and not specific to Malaysia only.

“At this moment, we are not saying that we do not need analogue broadcast or 
radio broadcast. But if we go for digital radio broadcasting, there can be so 
many economic benefits” (Informant 5, Asia-Pacific Broadcasting Union)

The saturation of the FM standard is the reason why new players cannot enter 
the market. For example, currently Malaysia has 70 FTA radios and this figure will not 
increase as the FM standard is full. The migration from analogue to digital radio is a 
solution to the saturation problem of the FM standard.

Challenges
The issues mentioned above have posed significant challenges to the conventional radio 
industry. The challenges faced by the conventional radio include (1) the migration of 
technology from analogue to digital, (2) narrowcasting, and (3) production and distribution.

The migration from analogue to digital
Most informants see digital disruption as a problem. However, Informant 2 believed that 
digital disruption is an advantage rather than a problem. It benefits the radio industry by 
forming a diversity of mediums in the radio industry,

 “Disruption! Disruption provides a lot of opportunities. Radio is alive today 
because of the Internet, because of ... possibility...because of mobile. Right? 
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As you can see in terms of listenership, it maintains nearly 9 out of 10 people 
who listen to the radio - adults.  And 60% of listeners at home, used to be 100% 
of listeners at home. Then the car came. The car was a great disruption too. 
People stop listened to the radio at their homes, but they listen to the radio in 
their cars. So, disruption is the reason why people are still listening to radio” 
 (Informant 2, The Star)

On the other hand, other informants assumed that digital disruption could bring 
problems to the broadcasting industry. Informant 1 suggested that all media industries 
in the country should be prepared to face digital disruption and take this opportunity to 
change and adapt to the use of digital technology.

 “Today, you see disruption everywhere, and everything is changing. And you 
see competition in all shape, sizes, and forms. Like I said earlier, the world has 
gone borderless. So, you cannot assume who is your competitor, your competitor 
is everything, and anyone from the individual right down to organisation to 
anybody else across the world. I think you know what I mean” 
 (Informant 1, IDC, ASEAN)

It is obvious from the statements above that some informants do not see digital 
disruption as a problem or a source of why the broadcasting industry needs to migrate and 
adapt to digital technology. They described it as an advantage. This sentiment is shared 
by scholars such as Anderson et al. (2020), Ala Fossi (2010), Berger (2010) and Rooke 
(2012) who explained that the Internet and mobile phones are digital disruptions that lead 
to media diversity. Hence, the radio industry’s direction which involves the diversity of 
mediums can be regarded as a positive reform for the national radio industry. 

Narrowcasting
The next digitalisation challenge is from the aspect of radio programmes which have 
become more narrowcast in nature, meaning having a format or genre that is audience-
specific. According to informants, the digital dimension promises an increase in channels 
based on the niche. Despite this, RTM was the first to introduce radio stations that had a 
specific format. Informant 6 stated that, 

“There are classics (Klasik FM) for an old song, Nasional FM for information, 
and there are broadcasts that follow the community style such as in Sabah 
and every country has its radio. For example, in RTM, we created a specific 
channel, classic ... classic radio”. (Informant 6, BFM)

In the same way, another informant echoed the same sentiment about radio classic.

“Radio Klasik broadcasts songs from the 90s and earlier. From the 1950s to 
the 90s. Although the 90s are not classic, 90s people follow this song. We do not 
include the latest songs. 
“The response (Klasik FM) is very good compared to other stations. The other 
RTM station lost to this classic radio. And if I am not mistaken, Klasik FM is 
ranked no 2 or 3 within the private station radio.  This means that we can make 
specific radio but maybe in terms of its content but not an audience. Maybe. 
But this has not been proven to be doable”. 
 (Informant 4, Radio Televisyen Malaysia) 
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When asked about the direction and response of RTM to the narrowcast format 
that focuses on specific target audiences, the following is the response from Informant 4. 

“So far, there is no policy yet. We don’t know maybe when this digital radio 
will be fully launched, maybe I’m not sure. But what will happen is in terms of 
content, we have to meet the targeted expectations. What kind of programme, 
or narrowcasting for women or teens? We are heading towards that direction 
later in the era of digitisation and there is a possibility of additional channels 
for those specific audiences or niche broadcasting. A community or society 
segment that we want. Because we can do it in terms of age, gender or race”.
 (Informant 4, Radio Televisyen Malaysia) 

However, the success and effectiveness of niche-based radio stations in the country 
is still questionable. Capital FM as women’s radio stopped broadcasting after proving 
to be unprofitable. Meanwhile, BFM suffered from identity confusion when it began to 
diversify broadcast content and did not specialise in entrepreneurship alone. Niche-based 
radio stations are significant, although they can be difficult and challenging. An idea such 
as educational radio might be good to consider. Broadcasters need to conduct focus study 
and focus on the listeners’ target group of schoolchildren and students.

Production and distribution
The next digitisation challenge involves production and distribution. Digitalisation has 
caused the distribution pattern of the media industry to change. Based on the information 
gathered from informants, the impact of digitisation can be observed from the technical 
aspects of radio content. At present, radio content production is done using digital 
equipment. 

Digital radio is a process that involves the production, processing, transmission, 
and receiver (digital radio decoder) digitally. Through digital radio, the sound quality 
of radio broadcasts has improved, producing sounds that are more pleasant and sharp 
to the listener’s ears. To produce sharp and high-fi sounds, radio broadcasting stations 
need to ensure that the conty is equipped with a digital mixer, digital transmission and 
digital receiver for production. Therefore, based on the above findings, digital technology 
can change the way radio content is produced and makes it easier to apply since digital 
production involves lesser equipment such as the use of computer and software. This 
allows the distribution in the digital age to become more flexible.

Changes in radio production are not just a result of new technologies. Economics, 
government policies, private radio station’s direction, and policy significantly impact what 
is being produced and transmitted as well as the radio niche. Thus, it is crucial for the radio 
broadcast industry and researchers to analyse the market and be aware of internal and 
external forces for change. 

In Malaysia, we found two value chain types in radio content production, especially 
in analogue and digital modes. A vital component of the value chain is the type of transmitter 
used by the conventional and digital radio, as it reflects the critical linkage between  
analogue and digital. The digital transmitter cannot read signals sent by the conventional 
radio and vice versa. Thus, the conventional radio in our country which is run by the 
government does not meet the value chain in digital radio production for digital terrestrial 
radio. This value chain helps us understand program production when it moves from  
studio to transmitter and receiver, as shown in Figures 2 and 3.   
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XYZ Radio Station

Figure 2. Conventional radio value chain (Ibrahim, 2020)

 

XYZ Radio Station

 
Figure 3. Digital radio satellite value chain (Ibrahim, 2020)

Thus, we only have the digital radio satellite operated by Astro and the conventional 
radio FM operated by FTA stations. Malaysia has zero transmitters for digital terrestrial 
radio. 

CONCLUSION

Radio remains the secondary medium for disseminating information and often establishes 
values within societies. The implementation of satellite digital broadcasting in 1996 was  
the first step towards changing the country’s broadcasting industry. This development 
indirectly contributed to the establishment of the country’s first digital satellite broadcasting 
that led to more physical development in terms of increased number of radio broadcasting 
stations and broadcast expansion for free-to-air radio stations.

Entering the millennium era, the radio increasingly faced great challenges, especially 
as digital technology started to gain more traction in the broadcasting industry. However, 
it had been difficult for this digital transformation to be fully realised in the beginning 
due to the indifference of industry players as well as the unwillingness of the government 
to address the disruptive elements that were emerging and plaguing the country’s radio 
industry. What is clear is that this disintegration era has presented challenges for the 
radio to survive. The government, industry players and listeners play vital roles in the 
development and future of digital radio in this era. Hence, appropriate action plans need 
to be developed as a strategy to overcome digital poverty issues to ensure that the radio 
remains relevant to the masses. 
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ABSTRACT

Media is an essential part of human life that characterises generations. Media consumption patterns 
have been used in defining and labelling various media generations such as the Radio generation, 
Screen generation and the current Net generation. However, not much is known on the role of the 
emerging media in characterising the Malaysian generations, especially in the context of the COVID-19 
pandemic. Guided by the Generational Cohort Theory and latest Malaysian generational cohort 
classification, this study was conducted with the aim of investigating media consumption patterns 
across different generational cohorts in Malaysia. A cross-sectional survey was conducted involving 
1,526 respondents and the results demonstrate significant differences between generations. The 
older generations, namely the Pre-Merdeka generation (71 years old and above) and the Merdeka 
generation (51–70 years old) rely more on traditional media like television, radio and newspapers 
compared to the younger generation. The younger generations such as the Reformist generation (31–
50 years old) and the Internet generation (18–30 years old), are more adaptable to the latest media 
technologies such as online games, recreational apps, and online meeting apps. Due to COVID-19’s 
digital transformative impact, the older generations are catching up with the trend by using many 
emerging media such as social media and food delivery apps. The overall results indicate different 
media consumption patterns among different generations in Malaysia which could serve as valuable 
information for advertisers and marketers in planning suitable marketing strategies to effectively 
appeal to these generations. Ultimately, it can be used to define generations in Malaysia.

Keywords: Emerging media consumption, traditional media, new media, generation, Generational 
Cohort Theory
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INTRODUCTION

Media has long played an important role in society. In today’s world, the advancements 
of new and emerging digital technologies have not only changed the media landscape, but 
also social dynamics. Despite remarkable changes brought by the new emerging media, 
the main role of media remains the same, to communicate and relate to others as well as 
to convey information to the general public. Nowadays, people can get access to various 
types of media for the purposes of obtaining information as well as social interaction. 
The most common media platforms are newspapers, magazines, radio, television, and 
the Internet. The public typically relies on these media to gain information on political 
issues, social issues, entertainment, and pop culture news. Nevertheless, the pattern of 
media consumption may vary based on generation. For example, a report on Internet 
users by the Malaysian Communication and Multimedia Commission (MCMC) in 2020 
revealed that 87% of Malaysian population used the Internet, with social media and text 
communication ranking as the top two online activities. According to the report, those 
not using the Internet were mostly the older generation in their 50s and 60s. They were 
reluctant to use the Internet due to lack of interest and difficulty in learning which could 
be attributed to their age.

Past literature has documented the different usage of media across generations. In 
fact, in the field of generational studies, media consumption patterns have become one 
of the most important characteristics in defining the generational cohorts. For example, 
the young generations like Generation Y and Z share similar characteristics such as being 
technology savvy due to their wide accessibility, knowledge, and experience in different 
types of digital communication technology (Farrell & Phungsoonthorn, 2020). Vittadini et 
al. (2014) asserted that a generation’s experience with specific media and technology during 
the formative years would shape the generational lifestyles and this would remain even as 
the generation enters a new life stage. 

Each generation grows up with a specific style of media usage and culture. In fact, 
media technology contributes to the shaping and creating of common characteristics for 
each generation, which in turn leads to the formation of a unique generational cohort 
(Aroldi, 2011). For example, due to the influence of media in defining generational cohort, 
many researchers have identified generations based on the media consumed such as the 
“Radio generation” and in more recent years, the “Net generation” or the “Digital Natives” 
(Siibak et al., 2014). The “Net generation” feels more comfortable learning and using 
computers than their parents, so they are more likely to become online consumers and 
users of social media (Leung, 2013). For instance, it was reported that young consumers 
today spend more time on Instagram compared to other sites (Salomon, 2013). With the 
increased popularity of the new media, this “Net generation” spends more time online and 
this has become the defining characteristic of the younger generation. 

Media also plays an important role in disseminating information pertaining to 
any historical events across generations. According to the Generational Cohort Theory, 
historical events that happened during one’s formative year would influence the formation 
of a generation. For example, the Veteran or the Silent generation experienced World 
War 2, while the much younger generation like the Generation Y relates more to the 9/11 
incident (West & Aarons, 2016). However, to remember such momentous events, the role 
of media is essential to highlight the event, and this will continue to be discussed for many 
years to come. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW

Media and the Generational Cohort Theory
The theoretical idea behind the generational cohort concept comes from the world-
renowned sociologist, Karl Manheim who observed the linkage between generation and 
change in society. The idea of the formation of generations, mainly builds on two of 
Mannheim’s theoretical concepts: “fresh contact” and “formative years”. Fresh contact 
describes what happens when an age cohort meets something fundamentally new like 
the impactful external events experienced during their formative years that can lead to 
a change in mentality and practices (Bengtsson & Johansson, 2018). The Generational 
Cohort Theory emphasises that each cohort would generally exhibit distinct attitudes and 
perspectives towards life which are mainly shaped by external events such as economic 
changes, political ideologies, war, technological innovation, and media technologies that 
are said to define people’s values, attitudes, and preferences (Ting & de Run, 2015).

Therefore, media plays an important tool in relaying information about historical 
events to the people of any particular generation. For the impact of any major historical 
event to be felt by the society, that event must be conveyed to them. For instance, news 
about the Vietnam War was constantly reported on television during 1960s to show how 
the American troops fought to protect their country (West & Aarons, 2016). This event 
influenced the characteristic of the Baby Boomers generation. As a result, this generation 
works hard for its livelihood and strives to achieve the American dream. 

When discussing media experience in defining generations, Vittadini et. al (2014) 
asserted that experience with media and technologies during formative years would shape 
the features of audience practiced throughout the whole lifespan of each generation. Thus, 
each generation grows up with a specific style of media usage and culture. Prior research 
has demonstrated that the generational approach has been used to productively map 
different generations in terms of their initial introduction to media, media use patterns, 
exposure to media content, attitudes towards media and technology, and media literacy 
skills. For example, an early study on generational media by Danowski and Ruchinskas 
(1983) on the different generations’ first introduction to television and its impact on their 
news consumption, found that variance in television exposure could be attributed to cohort 
effects. The cohort with middle-aged people, which was exposed to television when it was 
first introduced, went on to use television at a higher rate in later life stages compared 
to other cohorts. The authors observed that it was cohort and not age or life stage that 
determined television use and correspondingly, exposure to televised political campaigns. 
They further argued that early to middle adulthood socialisation for communication had a 
stronger effect than pre-adult socialisation on media consumption in later life stages. 

While the main role of media in the Generational Cohort Theory is to report and 
disseminate information about any major event to the public, it also plays a vital role in defining 
the characteristics of the generation. The introduction of media during formative years may 
influence one’s attitude and preference in media usage and usually, will remain the same 
throughout the individual’s lifespan. For example, the Pre-Merdeka or the Silent generation 
born in the early 1940s, who is also called the Radio generation, would tend to consume 
radio content excessively more than the younger generations even with the advancements  
of new entertainment media such as television. Generations that are young when a 
particular medium becomes popular may have a stronger attachment to that medium than 
previous or later generations. In other words, there may be “media generations” that differ 
in their current media use because the media that they grew up with differs (Van der Goot 
et al., 2018).
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Media consumption also differs by generational cohorts. For instance, researchers 
found that Generation Y watches less television and is not influenced by the mainstream 
media. These people are much more resistant to advertisements than previous generations 
(Valentine & Powers, 2013). Generation Y does not trust the traditional news media as much  
as earlier generations. This generation dislikes being an advertising target, so they depend  
more on their friends’ opinions and word-of-mouth when making purchasing choices 
(Pauliene & Sedneva, 2019). As moderate television viewers, Generation Y leans more 
towards programs shown on network and cable. Findings indicate that the electronic media 
is the primary media used by this group compared to traditional media (Valentine & Powers, 
2013). Overall, media consumption has become a pivotal attribute in defining the generational 
cohort. People instantly associate different generational cohorts with certain types of media. 

However, the COVID-19 pandemic has shattered our understanding of the 
generational trends in media consumption. The pandemic has also caused major social and 
cultural changes in almost every aspect of human life. Despite various negative ramifications 
brought forth by COVID-19, the pandemic has, in fact, accelerated growth in the digital 
transformation of major economies and social structures in the world. In other words, 
COVID-19 has catalysed digital transformation among the society across generations. In 
Malaysia, the major structural changes to the socio-cultural landscape of the society have 
led to the fast adoption of advanced digital technologies such as online learning, e-payment, 
digital business, online meetings, and many others. With the new transformations brought 
forth by the pandemic, it is the aim of the present study to re-assess and evaluate the media 
consumption patterns among different generations in Malaysia

Generational cohort in Malaysia
Past studies related to the generational cohorts that are specifically unique to the Malaysian 
context and society are lacking. Previous studies mostly used the United States (US) 
generational cohorts as a benchmark to define generations (Fernández-Durán, 2016); 
however, each country has unique external events that differentiates it from another 
(Kapferer & Michaut-Denizeau, 2020). 

Ting et al. (2012) were among the first few scholars in Malaysia who identified the 
generational cohorts of Malaysia. Five generational cohorts were identified in their study. 
These cohorts were labelled as neoteric–inheritors (1996–2004), prospective–pursuers 
(1981–1995), social–strivers (1961–1980), idealistic–strugglers (1946–1960) and battling–
lifers (before 1945). Their results showed that the people in the same cohorts recalled the 
same events that occurred during their formative years. Their findings supported results 
of past studies where personal attachment to events in the coming-of-age times is a major 
determinant of a cohort. The respondents of the study recalled major historical events 
related to the political, economic and technology developments that were unique to 
Malaysia. For instance, the Japanese occupation in Sarawak, the financial crisis of 97/98 
and the development of computer/digital technology were recalled by most Sarawakians. 

Tung and Comeu (2014) conducted a study on the demographic transition of the 
Malaysian society. The authors defined and labelled the generations of Malaysia as the 
Seekers (Pencari), the Builders (Pembina), the Developers (Pemaju) and the Generation 
Z (Generasi Z — born 2005 onwards) to reflect the workforce transformation, historical 
facts, and collective memories among Malaysians. Each generational cohort has its own 
characteristics. For example, the generation labelled as “social strivers” or “the builders” 
experienced economic and social progress whilst Tun Mahathir was the fourth Prime 
Minister. They care mostly about economic stability and social welfare. Peace and security 
ensued after the capitulation of communists and various developments began to take place. 
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Another study by Sharipudin et al. (2020) highlighted the use of external events 
to construct the unique generational cohorts of Malaysia. For instance, the launching of 
the first national car, the privatisation policy, Vision 2020, and the Look East policy were 
some of the external events experienced by Generation X (Siddiquee, 2002). Based on past 
historical events experienced during the formative years, the study identified five generations 
of Malaysia, namely Pre-Independence, Post-Independence, Boomers, Generation X and 
Generation Y (Sharipudin et al., 2020). 

The latest study by Mustafa et al., (2021a) also discussed how various external 
events are remembered by generations and are in turn, influenced by these events. Based 
on the collective memory of unique historical events among Malaysians, the researchers 
identified four distinct generational cohorts of Malaysia. The first was called Pre-Merdeka 
(born in 1944 and prior; and now in their 70s and early 80s). This group was labelled 
the Pre-Merdeka generation since they battled through various challenges and hardships 
during the British Colonial era and the Japanese occupation. The second group, the 
Merdeka generation was born between 1945 and 1964 and are now in their 50s and 60s. 
This generation can recall mainly separate events that highlight the internal struggles faced 
by this young nation, such as communism, the declaration of Emergency and the May 13 
incident. 

The Reformist generation (born between 1965 and 1984; and currently in their 30s 
and 40s) cogitated on various socio-economic struggles and political divergences in the 
country such as the currency devaluation economic crisis in 1998 and political reformation 
led by Anwar Ibrahim, while reflecting on some of the achievements made by the nation 
through sporting events. The last cohort is the Internet generation (born 1985 onwards; 
and now in their 20s) who can clearly recall many new media technologies such as social 
media advancements and various entertainment apps such as TikTok that had significantly 
shaped their lives. Using this unique classification of Malaysian generational cohorts as 
the basis of analysis, the present study was conducted with the aim of investigating distinct 
media consumption patterns across generational cohorts of Malaysia. 

METHOD

A quantitative research approach was adopted for this study to investigate the pattern 
of media consumption among Malaysians. A survey questionnaire was distributed using 
a SurveyMonkey link. This link was created and shared with enumerators who were 
university students residing in the five regions of the country. The enumerators then 
identified the target respondents and shared the link through WhatsApp, social media, 
and email. Since the survey was conducted during the recovery period of the pandemic 
from July to September 2020, some data was collected through face-to-face administration 
of the questionnaires. 

Population and sampling procedure
The total number of respondents required for the survey was calculated based on the ethnic 
group breakdown and the total Malaysian population aged 18 and above. According to the 
Department and Statistics Malaysia, in 2020, Malaysia’s population stood at approximately 
32.6 million. Of this number, 70% were 18–64 years old while those aged 65 years old and 
above made up 7% of the total population. As for the ethnic groups, around 60% of the 
population is Bumiputera, 30% Chinese and 10% Indians. 

Based on this information, a clustered sampling technique was used to identify 
suitable respondents. The respondents of this study consisted of representatives from each 
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state in Malaysia. To ease the process of sampling, the states were divided into regions, 
namely North (Kedah), South (Johor), East (Kelantan), West/Central (Selangor) and East 
Malaysia (Sarawak). Since it is quite impossible to source respondents from every state in 
Malaysia, the present study deliberately sampled four states to represent each region in 
Malaysia. People living and working in the state were considered as respondents. Based 
on the confidence level of 95%, sampling errors of ±5% and response distribution of 25% 
(Singh & Masuku, 2014), 312 respondents were selected from each region. 

Next, the purposive sampling method was employed to recruit samples for each age 
cohort. Purposive sampling or judgment sampling is a non-probability sampling method 
in which participants are selected based on the judgment of the researcher that they meet 
the requirements of the research. In this study, the most important requirement is the 
age cohort. There were generally four age cohorts, namely 18–30 years old (the Internet 
generation), 31–50 years old (the Reformist generation), 51–70 years old (the Merdeka 
generation), and lastly, 71 years and above (the Pre-Merdeka generation). The classification 
and labelling for each generation were based on studies by Mustafa et al. (2021a) and 
Sharipudin et al. (2020). Finally, a total number of 1,560 questionnaires were distributed, 
resulting in a final count of 1,526 valid questionnaires fit for analysis. 

It is also worth noting that the data collection of the study was conducted during the 
recovery period of the COVID-19 pandemic from July to September 2020. The COVID-19 
pandemic has accelerated the shift towards digital and emerging media consumption among 
the world’s population. Hence, the findings of this study would provide timely results with 
regard to emerging media consumption among the generational cohorts of Malaysia.

Research instrument
The media and technology usage and attitude scale (MTUAS) developed by Rosen et al. 
(2013) was used in this study to measure media consumption. In general, the scale measures 
the type of media used by the respodents and the frequency of them using each media. A 
6-item frequency response scale was used with scores ranging from: 0=Never, 1=Once a 
year, 2=Every month, 3=Every week, 4=Everyday, 5=Every hour.

RESULTS

Table 1 provides the demographic details of the respondents. A total of 1,526 respondents 
answered the questionnaire administered online or face to face. The majority of the 
respondents were female. Since age is an important variable in this research, respondents 
from various age groups were recruited. The younger generation (<50 years old) constituted 
around 67% of the respondents while almost 70% of the respondents were Malays and 
Bumiputera from Sabah/ Sarawak. 

Table 1. Demographics of respondents

Demographic variable Items Frequency Percentage (%)

Gender Male
Female

663
863

43.4
56.6

Age group 18–30
31–50
51–70
>71++

516
517
410
83

33.8
33.9
26.9
5.4
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Demographic variable Items Frequency Percentage (%)

Ethnicity Malay/Bumiputera
Chinese
Indian

1028
356
142

67.4
23.3
9.3

Education level None
Primary school
Secondary school
Diploma
Bachelor degree
Master degree
PhD
Others

35
116
477
405
374
75
19
20

2.3
7.6

31.4
26.6
24.6
4.9
1.2
1.3

Income <RM1,000
RM1,100 – RM2,000
RM2,100 – RM3,000
RM3,100 – RM4,000
RM4,100 – RM5,000
>RM5,100

493
300
166
96
46
63

42.4
25.8
14.3
8.2
4.0
5.4

Area of living City
Suburbs
Rural

814
365
344

53.4
24.0
22.6

 
As for the education level, most of the respondents obtained at least a diploma 

or bachelor’s degree. Most of them lived in the city where the average earning of the 
respondents was RM2,000 per month.

Figure 1 presents the average mean for media consumption by generations in 
Malaysia. From the list of 30 media types, communication apps like WhatsApp and Telegram 
(M = 3.82) were widely used by people across generations. This is followed by television 
(M = 3.25), the Internet (M = 2.94), Facebook (M = 2.90), and YouTube (M = 2.76). The 
graph also shows that other traditional media like printed newspaper, radio and books 
are still relevant nowadays despite the rise of new media. The 2019 industry performance 
report by MCMC reported that people always listen to the radio while commuting 
from home to office and vice versa (2020). Weekday breakfast shows (6 a.m. to 10 a.m.)  
and drive time shows (4 p.m. to 8 p.m.) attracted around 14.5 million listeners. People  
can get quick updates on the current news and participate in the programs conducted on 
radio. For instance, Kutu karoks is a programme by Suria FM where listeners can call 
in and sing their favourite song. This symbiotic relationship between listeners and radio 
DJs indicate why radio is still relevant in the current media landscape (Singarimbun et 
al., 2019). Since the study was conducted during the pandemic, the results revealed that 
people have started to use other types of media for online communication such as Google 
Classroom and Zoom. COVID-19 and the movement control order (MCO) forced people 
to search for alternatives to continue their daily lives especially in job related tasks and 
education. 

Table 1. (con’t)
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Figure 1. Average mean of media consumption
 

Figure 2 shows the details of media consumption based on generational cohorts. 
Generally, there were seven types of media technologies used widely across generations. 
With the advancement of smartphone technology, the use of communication apps like 
WhatsApp and Telegram has become common practice including among those who 
belong to the Pre-Merdeka (M = 1.6627) and Merdeka (M = 3.0829) generation. These 
older generations agreed that by using WhatsApp, they can get quick information, clear 
messages as well as strengthen relationships with friends and family (Saad & Azizi, 2019). 
For younger groups like the Reformist and the Internet generations, they are very much 
exposed to the new media like Facebook, YouTube, Internet, and online banking. With the 
current COVID-19 situation, social media has become the source of information where 
news about case statistics and policies are updated regularly in the Ministry of Health’s 
Facebook page (Khairulnissa et al., 2021). As for the traditional media like television and 
radio, the differences are only apparent in the Internet generation. The older generation 
still rely on traditional media due to the issue of media credibility. A survey report by 
Ipsos Malaysia stated that 62% respondents globally believe the information they receive 
via online media platforms might contain fake news. Therefore, credible reports in mass 
media like television ease the feeling of uncertainty, especially among the older generations 
(2019).
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The Internet

The Reformist

Merdeka

Pre-Merdeka

Online banking YouTube Facebook Internet Radio Television Communication apps

Pre-Merdeka Merdeka The Reformist The Internet

 Online banking 0.056 1.3463 2.5899 2.5543

 YouTube 0.6867 1.5951 3.2147 3.564

 Facebook 0.5181 1.9805 3.5938 3.2984

 Internet 0.6145 1.8268 3.4101 3.7209

 Radio 3 2.6585 3.0213 2.1841

 Television 3.4337 3.4244 3.4952 2.8159

 Communication apps 1.6627 3.0829 4.3114 4.1899

Figure 2. Average mean of media consumption by generational cohorts
 
Table 2 presents the results of the statistical analysis for determining differences 

between generational cohorts in term of media consumption across various types of 
media. The ANOVA and Post Hoc analyses were performed to determine whether there 
is a significant statistical difference between generations. Based on the results, there was a 
significant statistical difference for use of television, printed newspaper and radio for the 
Internet generation. Based on the effect size calculated using eta squared between η2 = 0.05 
to 0.08, the differences were considered moderate.  

Other types of media technologies were categorised into digital and new media, 
social media, and smart phone/online application. For the digital and new media, the 
mean difference was apparent between the Internet generation (18–30 years old) and 
older generations, especially in terms of internet usage, playing video games like Xbox/
PlayStation and online banking. As for social media, YouTube, Facebook, Instagram, and 
Twitter were found to show significant statistical differences across generational cohorts. 
They were the most used media by the Reformist generation (30–50 years old) and the 
Internet generation (18–30 years old). The latest applications in social media like TikTok 
only attracted the Internet generation (M = 1.1922). Statistics show that TikTok users 
are often young, and they either passively view content or create content to interact with 
others (Montag et al., 2021). For the usage of smartphone and online application, there 
was a significant statistical difference found across generations. The large effect size was 
recorded for music streaming platforms like Joox/Spotify (η2 =0.29) and e-commerce apps 
like Shopee and Lazada (η2 =0.26). 
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Findings generally show that users were mostly from the younger generations such 
as the Internet generation (18–30 years old) and the Reformist generation (30–50 years old). 
The latest 2020 Malaysian census report revealed that purchase of goods or services via 
e-commerce platforms such as Shoppe and Lazada increased from 35.2% in 2019 to 45% 
in 2020, especially among the younger generations (Department of Statistics Malaysia, 
2020). For other media, the respondents across all generations also shared other apps that 
they used regularly, for example, apps related to Islam (prayer time/Al-Quran), editing 
apps (Canva, Picsart), entertainment apps (Smule, Snapchat) and learning apps (Duolingo, 
Rove Papers). 

Table 2. Mean differences between generational cohorts in terms of media consumption

Pre-Merdeka 
generation

Merdeka 
generation

Reformist 
generation

Internet 
generation

F (3, 
1,526) η2

Traditional media
Television 3.4337a 3.4244a 3.4952a 2.8159b 45.075 0.08

Printed newspaper 2.1807a 2.1195a 1.9014a 1.3527b 31.820 0.05

Radio 3.0000a 2.6585a 3.0213a,c 2.1841b 35.733 0.06

Books (fiction, nonfiction) .9880a 1.1829a 1.7853c 2.0058b 43.518 0.08

Comic .0964a .2659a,b .8279c 1.2442d 83.115 0.14

Magazine .3855a .6122a 1.0774b 1.0349b 26.994 0.05

Digital & new media
Smart TV .4337a .8366a 1.8723b 1.8777b 61.092 0.10

Online radio .2892s .6317s 1.5377b 1.6725b 61.283 0.11

Online magazine .1205a .5317a,c 1.2940b 1.4709b 57.876 0.10

Online newspaper .5060a 1.0049a,c 2.0696b 2.0349b 67.310 0.12

Online games .2048a .4780a 1.3172b 2.2984c 154.096 0.23

Internet (search engines 
like Yahoo, Google, Bing)

.6145a 1.8268a 3.4101a 3.7209b 279.750 0.35

Video games (Xbox, 
PlayStation, PSP)

.0120a .2220a .5667b 1.2713c 79.347 0.13

Online banking 
(Maybank2u, CIMB 
Clicks)

.5060a 1.3463a,c 2.5899b 2.5543b 143.079 0.22

Email .3855a 1.2293b 2.9072c 2.9961c 223.963 0.30

CD, DVD, MP3 player .3012a .3976a .9304b 1.2810c 49.932 0.08

Social media
YouTube .6867a 1.5951b 3.2147c 3.5640d 301.878 0.37

TikTok .1807a .2927a 3.5039a 3.9220b 48.506 0.08

Facebook .5181a 1.9805b 3.5938c 3.2984d 212.358 0.29

Instagram .0482a .6805b 2.4990c 3.5736d 385.512 0.43

Twitter .0241a .4268a 1.2108b 2.2151c 124.390 0.19

Communication apps like 
WhatsApp, Telegram

1.6627a 3.0829b 4.3114c 4.1899c 194.149 0.27



Special Issue: ICEMC 2021

91

Pre-Merdeka 
generation

Merdeka 
generation

Reformist 
generation

Internet 
generation

F (3, 
1,526) η2

Smartphone & other online 
applications
Music streaming platforms 
like Joox, Spotify

.0241a .4000a 1.3133b 2.5233c 214.789 0.29

Streaming services like 
Netflix, Iflix

.1325a .4244a 1.3849b 2.1802c 147.289 0.22

Direction apps like Google 
map, Waze

.1446a .9878b 2.3037c 2.4128c 189.981 0.27

E-commerce apps like 
Shopee, Lazada

.3253a .8610b 2.2785c,d 2.3837d 185.891 0.26

Food delivery apps like 
Grabfood, Foodpanda, 
GrabIt

.2048a .6220b 1.5667c,d 1.7035d 93.754 0.15

Exercise apps like Tabata, 
HIIT, running

.0361a .5098b 1.1161c,d 1.3140d 48.597 0.08

E-hailing apps like Grab, 
MyCar, EzyCar

.0964a .4878b 1.0580c 1.6609d 105.628 0.17

Other media .1205a .2878b .6880c 1.0775d 35.243 0.06

Note: Mean with the same superscripts are not significantly different; means with different superscripts are significantly 
different at p < 0.05 (two tailed)

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

Overall, the results of this study generally demonstrate significant differences in media 
consumption across generations in Malaysia. In summary, the older generations especially 
the Pre-Merdeka (71 years old and above) and the Merdeka generations (51–70 years 
old) rely more on traditional media like television, radio and newspaper compared to 
the younger generations. As for the younger generations like the Reformist (31–50 years 
old) and the Internet generations (18–30 years old), they are more adaptive to the current 
media technologies. This result is not new as it accurately reflects the existing media 
consumption and preference across generations in Malaysia. Why do the older generation 
in Malaysia rely so much on traditional media? Having born and raised in the era of 
radio and television, the older generation tend to rely more the traditional media to satisfy 
all their information and entertainment needs. They love to sit on the couch and watch 
their favourite drama series or listen to their best-loved P. Ramlee songs. They also trust 
more and give credibility to these media. Despite the flood of information generated daily 
by digital media especially during COVID-19, the older generations are still doubtful on 
the authenticity of these online information and the reliability of the online platforms 
that generate them (Salaudeen & Onyechi, 2020). Findings generated from this study 
hence provide additional strong empirical evidence on the role of media in defining and 
characterising the older generations of Malaysia, who are normally left out in research.

Interestingly, the findings also reveal some interests from the older generations, 
especially the Merdeka generation (51–70 years old) in adopting new technology. Due to 
the impact of the pandemic which accelerated the process of digital transformation and 
adoption in the society, we found that the older generations started using communication 

Table 2. (con’t)
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apps like WhatsApp or watch their favourite actress like Saloma on YouTube or engage 
with their friends on social media like Facebook. Social media also helps them keep in 
touch with family members and help alleviate any psychological effects from quarantine 
measures. They can fill their free time by interacting with friends, keeping abreast of current 
issues as well as attending religious sermons online.

As for the younger generations, the differences can be seen in terms of social 
networking. There are slight differences, especially between the Reformist generation 
(30–50 years old) and The Internet generation (18–30 years old) in YouTube, Facebook, 
Instagram, and Twitter usage. The Internet generation uses the latest social networking 
sites such as TikTok and Instagram and other online apps such as Spotify and Joox more 
compared to the Reformist generation. This finding echoes similar findings from past studies. 
For example, direct as well as visual and instantaneous interactions attract this younger 
generation to use Instagram (Ting & De Run, 2016). Features like photo shooting, editing, 
filtering, and sharing in Instagram are very appealing to the younger generation. It makes 
Instagram entertaining and thus a superior alternative to socialising with others. This also 
explains why the younger generations indulge in selfie and wefie behaviours (Kaye, 2010). 
Moreover, The Internet generation is also more adaptive to over the top (OTT) streaming 
services. OTT has created unique media preferences and practices. These young people just 
pay a small amount of money to watch a variety of movies and programs online without 
worrying about illegal streaming and downloading. This probably contributes to the low 
usage of television among the younger generations. With online streaming platforms like 
Netflix, Viu, IQiy and Iflix, people can easily choose the type of programs to watch and 
when to watch, and this phenomenon is evident in this present study, especially among the 
Internet generation.

The findings on the generational differences for media consumption seek to explain 
and define the characteristics of generations in Malaysia. The media technologies and 
media content that are encountered during the formative years can be the medium that 
one is connected to for the rest of one’s life (Bolin & Westlund, 2009). Despite the various 
digital transformations hoisted upon us by the COVID-19 pandemic, the older generations 
such as the Pre-Merdeka generation continue to consume the same traditional media that 
they consumed during their formative years (Mustafa et al, 2021b). 

The rise in new media consumption across generations especially the Merdeka, the 
Reformist and the Internet generations may lead to some challenges. With the current 
developments of COVID-19, the use of new and emerging media is predicted to continue. 
Students now have no choice but to use various platforms to attend online classes, attend 
meetings and communicate with each other. However, extensive usage of social media can 
adversely impact their mental health. The increased level of anxiety could be attributed 
to the wide range of various online information including negative information and even 
fake news related to the COVID-19 situation (Gao et al., 2020). A recent study by Hua and 
Shaw (2020) which monitored posts shared on social media, reported that social media is 
overloaded with alarming information related to COVID-19, such as details of patients 
who have either lost their lives due to the virus or those who are currently fighting the 
disease. The unethical act of sharing misleading information on social media by many 
users has worsened the situation (Pennycook et al., 2020). This issue was initially a problem 
amongst the young generations, but with the wide consumption of the new and emerging 
media catalysed by COVID-19 as evident in the present study, it has now become a matter 
of concern to everyone, across generations.

Practically, the study offers valuable insights to marketers, business strategists and 
policy makers to strategically develop and implement marketing or business strategies for 
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each generation. For instance, as the Reformist generation and the Internet generation use 
many emerging media especially games and communication apps, designing conventional 
marketing campaigns for this target market would not be effective since they are unlikely 
to be influenced by conventional media (Naumovska, 2017). 

Theoretically, the media consumption patterns can serve as attributes in explaining 
and defining each generation, which has its own unique characteristics including media 
preferences (Aroldi, 2011). For example, older generations like the Pre-Merdeka generation 
prefers traditional media to get information while the Internet generation uses multiple tools 
to access information. The use of traditional media is prominent among older generations 
because it is the media technology that they have been accustomed to since their formative 
years. The same goes for the younger generations, especially the Reformist and the Internet 
generations. These generations grew up amid rapid advancements of media technologies 
and are heavily involved with the new media. 

Despite the study’s findings and contributions, it is also important to address some 
limitations. Due to the unprecedented situation of the COVID-19 MCO phases, face-to-
face survey was not an option. The questionnaires were mainly distributed online which 
might influence the low participation among the older generations. In addition, this study 
was confined to a specific number of media types. Therefore, it is suggested for future 
research to add more emerging media types such as Chatbot, to get more information on 
media consumption. Despite the limitations, the findings offer useful insights on media 
consumption across generations and help define the different generational cohorts in 
Malaysia. 
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ABSTRACT

This study aims to explain the public communication processes used by local leaders in Indonesia 
during the COVID-19 pandemic. As elsewhere, the pandemic exposed the Indonesian government's 
public communication crises, especially at the early stages of the outbreak. Public communication has 
a vital role in increasing public awareness of contemporary issues. In Indonesia, public communication 
is the responsibility of the central and local governments. The success or failure of policies rely on 
the effectiveness of public communication endeavours undertaken. Using qualitative content analysis, 
this study investigates and compares the social media content produced by several regional leaders 
in Indonesia in the pandemic’s early months. This approach makes it possible to evaluate local 
governments’ public communication during the pandemic and provide essential lessons for the future. 
Research involved the following stages: first, it explored and explicated the relevant literature on 
rhetoric and public communication; second, it elucidated Aristotle’s three pillars of persuasion, which 
were used as units of study; third, qualitative content analysis was applied to the social media content 
produced by Indonesia’s regional leaders. The findings are twofold: first, referring to Aristotle’s three 
pillars of persuasion (ethos, logos, pathos), regional leaders use a more personal and emotional 
approach to convey their COVID-19 policies rather than a data-based one. Second, regional leaders’ 
approaches are influenced by their preferred social media for communicating with the public; different 
persuasive elements are used on different social media, and these influence the effectiveness of local 
governments’ public communication.

Keywords: Public communication, pandemic, persuasion, rhetoric, social media
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INTRODUCTION

Crises — be they political, health, or natural disasters can create various possibilities 
in the digital era. On the one hand, the digital age has allowed information to circulate 
freely and quickly, enabling us to remain vigilant and be constantly aware of the latest 
developments. On the other hand, the digital world has provided fertile ground for fake 
news and irresponsible rumours. It can potentially create an infodemic, a situation where 
too much information is circulating, causing new problems (World Health Organization 
[WHO], 2020).

In critical times such as the current pandemic, public communication activities 
of governments play a vital role. Many studies hold that good public communication, 
especially in times of crisis is key to governments’ efforts to build public trust (Hyland-
Wood et al., 2021). When the government is trusted by the public, it is easier to assuage 
their concerns in times of uncertainty. It is interesting to see how Indonesia’s government 
communicated with the public during the sudden onset of the COVID-19 pandemic.

Mapping how the media covers the various statements and messages conveyed by 
the government is no less crucial. Journalism plays a vital role in ensuring the continued 
flow of information to the public. Correct and factual information will help various parties 
deal with crises, such as the unprecedented pandemic.

Understanding media coverage is vital, as when the media presents a story in an 
overly dramatic manner, it can lead result in compassion fatigue — a situation where 
excessive and continuous media dramatisation makes the public more likely to react 
indifferently to crises (Loebis, 2020). In this context, Arif  (2014) stated that the victims of 
disasters can also become victims of the media.

In the context of Indonesia’s handling COVID-19, one of the main problems in the 
early days of the crisis was poor public communication of government officials (Nurbaiti, 
2020). Government officials made various blunders including issuing statements that 
belittled or exacerbated the crisis. In an initial study, Wijayanto (2020) documented 37 such 
blunders from the Joko Widodo administration during the first months of the pandemic. It 
is therefore interesting to consider the public communication of government actors during 
the pandemic. 

Central and local governments have important roles in dealing with crises such as 
COVID-19. Successful public communication will send the message that, the government 
is working seriously at all levels to address the crisis. Conversely, problematic public 
communication can convey the wrong message. Therefore, this study seeks to investigate 
public communication activities of local leaders in DKI Jakarta, West Java, and Central Java. 
By looking at these three regions, this article hopes to compare the public communications 
carried out by local leaders during the early stages of COVID-19.

By so doing, this article seeks to answer the following research question: how 
did regional leaders in Indonesia communicate their policies regarding the COVID-19 
pandemic? By answering the above question, this article aims to determine how Indonesia’s 
regional leaders carried out public communication during the COVID-19 pandemic 
while simultaneously mapping the various models of public communication and political 
rhetoric.

Public communication in pandemic times
The concept of public communication has been defined variously (Møen, 2019). Several 
definitions describe public communication based on its micro, mezzo, and macro elements. 
In the context of communication, public communication analysis at the micro context is 
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related to the public communication skills of actors or subjects (i.e., public communicators). 
Such actors construct their messages in different ways (Blumler, 2018). 

At the mezzo level, public communication is related to how organisations, both 
private and public, communicate with the broader community. In this context, organisations 
and their way of conveying their organisational attitudes provide the basis for assessing the 
quality of public communication.

Meanwhile, at the macro level, public communication refers to how the public 
communication system works in society. Macro-level analysis examines the quality of 
public communication institutions or the relationships between systems forming public 
communication in society. It seeks to understand how organisations can optimise the 
quality of their communication and convey messages optimally.

This study focuses on public communication at the micro and mezzo levels, as it 
considers communicators’ narrative ability to present institutional attitudes using personal 
approaches and private social media. This public communication research emphasises how 
regional leaders convey their public message through social media platforms.

At the micro-level, public communication is closely related to communicators’ ability 
to convey information to the public. This can be investigated further through rhetorical 
theories. Aristotle (1954) defined rhetoric as “the ability to see the means of persuasion in 
the delivery of a particular case.” Rhetoric focuses on the deliberate act of using words to 
affect others. Public rhetoric is closely associated with the context within which speakers 
monitor and adapt to the responses of their immediate audience. Historically, in ancient 
Greece, public speech was considered part of the speakers’ democratic responsibility. 
Likewise, when the Roman Empire ruled the world, rhetorical ability was a necessary 
survival skill in the rough and tumble of political forums. Needless to say, rhetoric has 
always been important in judicial arguments, legislative debates, political demonstrations, 
religious sermons, and speeches to commemorate special occasions (Condor et al., 2013).

The art of rhetoric (Aristotle, 1954) ensures that speakers are not harmed when 
trying to win the hearts and minds of the audience. The Greeks and Romans identified 
five parts, or divisions, in the study of rhetoric: (1) Invention Discovery, the discovery of a 
compelling argument, (2) Arrangement, the organisation of materials to make the greatest 
impact, (3) Style, the selection of attractive and appropriate language, (4) Delivery, the 
coordination of voice and gestures, and (5) Memory, mastery and content exercises. 

According to Aristotle (1954), persuasion can be either artistic or inartistic. Inartistic 
persuasion relies on external evidence, produced by persons other than the speakers; it may 
include testimonies from witnesses or documents such as letters and contracts. Artistic 
persuasion, meanwhile, relies on internal evidence made by the speaker. There are three 
kinds of artistic evidence: logical (logos), ethical (ethos), and emotional (pathos). Rational 
evidence comes from the flow of arguments in a speech. Moral evidence stems from how 
speakers express themselves through their messages. Finally, emotional evidence refers to 
the feelings created by speakers within listeners. Logos, ethos, and pathos may be found in 
every public presentation.

At the mezzo or organisational level, this article will focus on the development of 
government communication, especially during a pandemic period marked by uncertainty. 
Governments normally use their websites as their official forums for public communication. 
However, public leaders also use social media to greet the public and explain the rationale 
behind their policies. On the social media platforms of these public leaders, we cannot 
deny that personal and organisational communication are combined in an exciting hybrid 
situation. This hybrid situation will be explored in this article. 
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Rhetoric in the digital age
Aristotle’s rhetoric remains relevant in the digital age, as various digital platforms have 
provided new channels for them to operate. One study that explored how rhetoric works 
in the digital age was conducted by Berlanga et al. (2013), who explained that social media 
platforms play a significant rhetorical role as they slowly build a society that is “full of 
communication”. Social media platforms facilitate the communication process and even 
provide its primary medium. Social media has also helped people scattered across the 
world become more connected (Tanha, 2020), even as it erodes physical borders between 
countries.

The increasingly mediated communication process has galvanised the importance 
of social media, which has become an essential factor in the continued relevance of 
rhetoric and persuasion. Every act of communication requires persuasion; in mediated 
communication, the process of persuasion is also mediated (Eyman, 2015). As such, many 
researchers have tried to bring classical theories (such as Aristotelian rhetoric) into the 
digital age. Such attempts to apply classical theories to digital texts or performances were 
identified by Eyman (2015) as digital rhetoric.

The three pillars of persuasion in Aristotle’s rhetoric operate entirely in political 
communication. Politicians always aim to convince their audiences to become potential voters 
in the future. They also persuade their audiences by building strong characters to interact 
(ethos), using emotions (pathos), and being able to argue using facts (logos). Therefore, 
politicians need to keep in touch using persuasive rhetoric. That way, they remain at the top 
of the public mind. We can use these three pillars of Aristotelian persuasion to analyse the 
behaviour of politicians over time. It means that even though the medium has changed, the 
effort to investigate politicians is not much different from before the digital era.

We must also understand the communication patterns of politicians within this 
digital context. As Berlangga et al. (2013) suggested, posts on social media always aim 
to influence readers, mainly followers but also the public. As social media is transparent 
rather than limited, pathos is the most dominant aspect used by politicians to connect with 
their audiences.

This can be seen, for example, in the activities of Donald Trump before and during 
his time as President of the United States (US). Fukuyama (2018) noted that Trump used 
Twitter to spread fear, anger, and anxiety, which he then capitalised on to gain the support 
of the American voters. In this way, he built on a strategy developed by Barack Obama, 
who had taken advantage of the increased popularity of social media in the US to design 
a campaign strategy that offered hope to the American people after the 2008 economic 
crisis. Obama’s social media strategy and presence, through which he sought to maintain 
optimism and attract young people was quite successful. Rolfe (2016) noted that Obama 
used social media to present himself  as different from other politicians and to imply that 
they would not bring change to America.

Also interesting to consider vis-à-vis politicians’ use of rhetoric on social media is 
the increasingly fragmented character of their audiences. Different platforms have different 
characteristics, which makes politicians communicate differently. It could be a mistake to 
use the same methods for various platforms, one that could result in the failure of the 
politician’s communication strategy. Perloff  (2013) highlighted that the more cognisant 
audiences are that politicians are persuading them, the less interested they become. 
Conversely, when politicians use more natural communication strategies, audiences are 
more likely to pay attention. This makes it interesting to examine how politicians and 
public officials use social media to persuade audiences, especially amidst the uncertainty of 
the pandemic and the complexity of the modern public communication system. 
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The complexity of the public communication system in Indonesia
Indonesia’s public communication system is becoming increasingly complex. External 
changes are occurring far more rapidly than before, with further-reaching consequences. 
Unstable political conditions, the fluctuating economy, changing social relations, and new 
cultural forms have all contributed to this complexity. 

The presence of new media has played an essential role in shaping public 
communication systems in Indonesia and around the globe. New media forms and messages, 
as well as ways of communicating have appeared with new characteristics. The Internet, as 
well as various digital platforms have brought the system into an unstable fast lane — one 
marked by digitalisation, interactivity, and convergence (Tapsell, 2017). This landscape, of 
course, is not marked solely by technology; however, it does have a prominent position and 
deserves more attention.

Various problems show the complexity of public communication in Indonesia, such 
as the sub-optimal usage of public media, spread of fake news and intolerance through 
multiple channels, restriction of access to information and knowledge, digital divide, and 
threats to press freedom (Tapsell, 2017, 2012). At the philosophical level, shortcomings 
in the broadcasting and public communication systems have manifested in uncertain 
understandings and interpretations of the concept of “public”, even though the concept is 
often deemed trivial as it is commonly used. 

We can define public communication as communication conducted in the public 
arena (Crespo-Fernández, 2021). The audience in public communication is the broad 
community, one that is very diverse but is nonetheless imagined to share values and an 
orientation (Blumler, 2018). This means that we must understand the complexity of audience 
characteristics to achieve better public communication in community development. Who 
needs to pay attention to public communication ethics? Although it is important for 
everyone, three important actors stand out.

First, the conventional mass media needs to sharpen its observations and avoid 
focusing on objects that the public need not consume. In its coverage, the mass media needs 
to have a strong and clear political vision, one which enables it to cover materials relevant to 
the development of the political system and government. Leaders need to seriously explore 
their designs and ideas for a better Indonesia, as well as the implementation of these ideas. 
They must also be willing to report their efforts and achievements to the public. The mass 
media, which is more interested in covering opinions regarding issues other than central 
and substantial ones, is doing nothing to strengthen public communication. Media like 
this can create an inconducive atmosphere in society. At various levels, the government, 
including legislative elements must uphold the ethics of public communication.

Second, new media activists. Debates within this type of media may differ as ethics 
are shaped by individuals who vary significantly in competence. Talking about ethics in 
new media will certainly require strengthening digital literacy. Such actors, as they actively 
construct and feed discussions on social media must act ethically to optimise their role. 
Those who disagree with this phenomenon must construct their disagreement rationally. 
Those who support particular positions or statements, similarly should act rationally 
rather than blindly.

Third, public communicators, ranging from politicians to public figures. These 
public communicators must be aware that misstatements may cause unnecessary polemics 
and even lead to division. To ensure that horizontal conflict does not occur, nations must 
avoid manipulating information and spreading propaganda. This is particularly important 
given the vital role of public communication and leadership.

Indonesia’s experiences with public communication since it began political reform 
in 1998 have been problematic. Available evidence shows that Indonesia’s communication 
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structure is very hegemonic with a predominantly market-driven system, thus public 
communication cannot easily be achieved (Nugroho & Syarief, 2012; Wahyuni, 2014). 
As a result, up through 2019, public institutions such as the Television of the Republic 
of Indonesia (TVRI, Indonesia’s public service broadcaster) have struggled to assert 
themselves. This gives the impression that proper government communication has yet to 
be truly realised and broader public discourses have remained limited. Realising proper 
public communication practices is necessary to address this complexity. 

RESEARCH METHOD

This article investigates how regional leaders in Indonesia have communicated with the 
public during the pandemic. These regional leaders are Anies Baswedan (the governor of 
the provinces of DKI Jakarta), Ridwan Kamil (the governor of West Java), and Ganjar 
Pranowo (the governor of Central Java).

These governors were chosen for two reasons. First, compared to the governors 
of other provinces, all three have been particularly active on social media, as evidenced 
by their digital activity and number of followers. Second, all three are at the forefront of 
the race to become Indonesia’s president in the upcoming 2024 elections. As such, the 
public communication strategies of all three public leaders cannot be separated from their 
construction of their self-image as Indonesia’s future leaders. Furthermore, these three 
provinces are in Indonesia’s six most densely populated regions. 

We consider these politicians’ social media activity in two ways. First, as personal 
communication. Even before their governorships, all three were active on social media 
and used informal language in their personal communications. Second, as structural 
communication. Local governments have managed their official social media accounts 
as part of their administrative structure, and thus applied bureaucratic logic to it. By 
considering the distinct characteristics of this social media communication, we hope to 
obtain more comprehensive data and improve our analysis of regional leaders’ public 
communication patterns.

As for our data source, our data was collected from the social media accounts of 
the Governors of DKI Jakarta, West Java and Central Java. Specifically, we looked at three 
social media platforms (Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram), as well as the personal and 
official accounts of the local governments.

As its corpus, this study took social media posts made by the three regional leaders 
between March and August 2020. This six-month period was among the most decisive 
in Indonesia’s pandemic management efforts and the posts made during this period are 
illustrative of government officials’ responses. 

Collected data was analysed using the three pillars of persuasion offered by Aristotle; 
as such, it investigates the logos, ethos, and pathos aspects of the posts. Before discussing 
the governors’ communication strategies on social media, this article discusses the broader 
public communication framework during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Indonesia’s social media landscape 
Internet access has grown explosively in Indonesia. According to a survey conducted by 
the Association of Indonesian Internet Network Providers (APJII) (2020), 196.7 million 
Indonesians, nearly 74% of the country’s 256.2 million people have used the Internet. For 
comparison, a 2018 survey by the same organisation found that 171.7 million Indonesians 
were active Internet users (APJII, 2018).
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At the same time, social media usage has also grown rapidly in Indonesia. The 
country has one of the world’s largest Facebook and Twitter user bases, and Jakarta, 
Indonesia’s capital city has even been deemed “Twitter City” by The Guardian (Lamb, 2016) 
due to its residents’ vigorous social media usage. Meanwhile, Willnat (2014) compared the 
usage of social media in political participation in five Asian countries (Indonesia, Taiwan, 
China, Thailand, and Japan) and found that Indonesia had the highest percentage of social 
network users (71.6%), primarily to consume news.

Given the Internet and social media landscape of Indonesia, it is not surprising that 
digital media is an essential vehicle for public communication regarding various issues. 
These may be general issues related to government policies, contemporary global issues, and 
everyday gossip. In this manner, cyberspace has penetrated everyday life. This background 
also enables us to understand the public communication activities of government actors. 
Social media has become the central platform for communication between government and 
citizens. In some ways, social media has even replaced the mainstream media in conveying 
messages from the political elite.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

Given the critical situation created by the pandemic, the erratic structure of public 
communication has made it necessary for public leaders to convey information personally 
(Salman, 2021). Due to Indonesia’s high number of Internet users, social media has become 
essential, and public leaders’ official social media accounts have become sources on which 
citizens rely. It is thus very interesting to examine public communication through leaders’ 
rhetoric regarding the war against COVID-19.

In uncertain times (such as the current pandemic), quality leadership is urgently 
needed. Leadership is significant in Indonesia’s situation, being characterised by its 
geographical expansiveness from Sabang and Merauke, and population diversity. 
Addressing this diversity is key to successfully waging the war against COVID-19. Learning 
from other countries’ experiences, the Indonesian government has implemented several 
standards to overcome the pandemic, improve public health, and expand the national 
medical infrastructure. 

Indonesian efforts to address the pandemic cover not only public health but also 
other sectors (economic, education, etc.). The government has referred to crisis management 
guidelines such as those issued by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention in the 
US. Given the significant and widespread impact of the pandemic, the central and regional 
governments have sought to address all aspects of the crisis. Likewise, state agencies at 
the national and local levels have actively developed and implemented operation plans 
and prepared pandemic responses. Health officials at the provincial and local levels have 
attempted to take a leading role while involving their colleagues in other parts of the 
government. Several national ministries have worked in collaboration to identify important 
priorities, capabilities, and benchmarks for their pandemic response, and to actively assess 
pandemic operations plans at the local level.

In the case of the spread of COVID-19, it appears that no country can quickly 
conclude that they can promptly contain the pandemic. In this case, the creativity of the 
regional leaders is very significant. There was a worrying trend in Indonesia during the 
pandemic when there was no synergy between the central and regional leaders. In this 
case, personal leadership plays an essential role in overcoming panic due to conflicts and 
urgent issues that arise. This includes typical situations that demanded the expertise of 
local leaders.
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Available data indicates that regional leaders used different social media platforms 
to communicate their policies. Anies Baswedan, the governor of DKI Jakarta, most 
frequently used Facebook to disseminate information during the pandemic. He posted 118 
times on Facebook, 86 times on Instagram, and 45 times on Twitter. 

Ridwan Kamil, the governor of West Java, preferred using Twitter to convey 
information to the public. Over the course of six months, he used Twitter 355 times to 
convey information. For comparison, he only made 139 posts on Facebook and 133 posts 
on Instagram over the same period. 

Ganjar Pranowo, the governor of Central Java, most commonly used Instagram to 
convey information to the public. From March to August 2020, Ganjar Pranowo made 278 
Instagram posts. Although he also used Facebook and Twitter to disseminate information 
on COVID-19 to the public, he did not use these platforms as intensely. This was followed 
by Twitter (222 posts) and Facebook (195 posts). There were variations in the governors’ 
usage of social media. Pranowo’s posts peaked in April 2020, when he made 66 Facebook 
posts, 96 Instagram posts, and 89 Twitter posts. In this period, Ganjar Pranowo social 
media’s posts were more focused on warning the public to obey health protocols when 
carrying out their daily activities.

The peak of Pranowo’s post corresponds with the increase in the number of 
COVID-19  cases in Indonesia. In April 2020, the central government of Indonesia issued 
a policy of large-scale social restrictions (PSBB) that restricted the mobility of people 
and various other public activities. These restrictions depend on the extent of the number 
of positive cases in each province. In several regions, the central government’s policy 
successfully prevented the spread of COVID-19. During this period, Pranowo’s social 
media posts were related to the socialisation of the PSBB policy. It is not surprising, thus, 
that along with restrictions that made the number of positive cases stable or decline, the 
number of his posts fell sharply in the following months (May–August 2020) as well.

The conditions were not much different to the central government’s restrictions on 
public activities (PSBB), in terms of the quantity of social media posts by Ridwan Kamil 
and Anies Baswedan. The April–May 2020 period was the peak of their posting because of 
the increasing number of COVID-19 cases. Ridwan Kamil was more active, peaking over 
a three-month period between April and June 2020. Although fluctuations occurred, they 
were relatively limited in scope. Anies Baswedan was less active than the other two regional 
leaders. For example, in March 2020, he made 32 Facebook posts, 13 Instagram posts, and 
15 Twitter posts. Later, the number of posts declined but remained relatively consistent; he 
averaged 11–22 posts per month. During this period, the posts focused on messages related 
to restrictions and also fines that the public would receive if  found violating the rules.

The governors thus differed in the quality or messages of their social media usage. 
Strikingly, all three, intentionally or not, used social media for political branding. This is 
evident from the communication strategies used in their social media posts. In general, the 
three governors used their social media posts to show that they cared about the pandemic, 
remaining close to the public, and were especially responsive to the ongoing crisis. This 
shows how all three appealed to the emotions of their audiences. 

Also immediately noticeable is the tone of these leaders’ posts. Anies Baswedan 
used a more formal and standard language. Conversely, Ridwan Kamil used a more 
relaxed language style; he famously used the term jomblo (single) to appeal to his young, 
unmarried partners. Finally, Ganjar Pranowo’s posts were somewhere in between, being 
firm but interspersed with humour. This can be seen, for example, in his responses to 
citizens who complained about public policy and services.
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Among the Indonesian public, Pranowo is famous for using symbolic language to 
convey his political messages to the public. He often dresses informally and uses specific 
terms and statements that are easily understood by the public. As an example, at several 
public events, Pranowo was seen wearing casual t-shirts with simple messages about 
COVID-19. Among them were t-shirts with the words “I stay at work for you, you stay at 
home for us”.

Political branding explains the behaviour of these three leaders. Lilleker (2015) and 
Scammell (2015) understand political branding as enabling politicians to convey messages and 
influence public perceptions effectively. Branding is also used by politicians to differentiate 
themselves from other politicians, as clearly seen in the three governors’ posts. 

These three leaders were also distinguished by their constituencies. Baswedan, for 
example, leads Indonesia’s capital city, a highly urbanised society. Meanwhile, Kamil and 
Pranowo govern territories with many rural residents. The different characteristics of their 
constituents greatly influence their communication styles.

Baswedan’s messages are directed at urban constituents, who tend to be tech-savvy 
and better educated. Urban communities with characteristics such as those of Jakarta tend 
to have more access to information, which affects the way they view political messages. 
Kamil and Pranowo, conversely faced different challenges. Social media messages aimed 
at rural communities were not always effective. As such, it is necessary to understand the 
leaders’ complex and fragmented constituencies to see how local leaders communicate to 
the public. 

Also interesting to consider are the persuasion strategies used by the three regional 
leaders. As explained above, this study draws on Aristotle’s concepts of logos, pathos, and 
ethos (1954) to understand how audiences are persuaded by communicators. Logos relates 
to how leaders can logically convince audiences and other people, with plausible arguments 
based on proven facts and data. For example, in the context of COVID-19, such data may 
relate to the number of tests conducted by the government (following WHO standards) to 
control the pandemic. 

To use pathos, leaders must show sympathy or empathy for the feelings of their 
audiences. Leaders must show their audiences compassion and empathy, as this facilitates 
the public communication process by showing that they understand the people they lead. 

Ethos, refers to trust. For government officials to communicate their policies 
effectively, trust must exist. Sources of trust may be diverse and may include leaders’ 
backgrounds and track records, which give them structural and cultural authority. In so 
doing, they will make audiences want to believe and listen to their messages. 

Social media posts can have multiple components, as shown by analysis. All three 
of the above-mentioned components may be in a single text, for example, a relatively long 
text posted on Facebook or Instagram. A text may also include only one component. In 
general, ethos was most commonly represented in the regional leaders’ posts, found in 82 
posts (59% of the posts studied). Logos was second, found in 63 posts (45.3% of all posts). 
Finally, pathos was third, found in 23 posts (16.5% of all posts). It is not surprising that 
ethos makes up the most significant percentage of the three governors’ social media posts. 
One of the reasons is that the most crucial factor in persuasive communication lies in the 
character or figure credibility. In times of crisis, each governor tried to build credibility that 
they have a strong leadership spirit in bringing people together. They attempted to create 
an ethos and presented themselves as credible figures. Moreover, the social media accounts 
analysed in this research are personal, not government accounts. With a personal account, 
a public official has more freedom to form the self-image they want and personalizse the 
messages they convey to the public. 
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In the context of ethos, Ridwan Kamil posted his achievements or successes as a 
regional leader several times. For example, Kamil posted good news about the voluntary 
work of West Java residents to help each other with fellow citizens affected by COVID-19, 
which the local government also supports. Another example was when Kamil posted a 
form of collaboration between the West Java government and companies in the area to 
provide ventilators for COVID-19 patients.

The data also shows that Aristotle’s rhetoric appears in the various posts. Some 
contained only pathos, ethos, or logos. Others contained a combination of all three, 
though limits were also evident. For example, Anies Baswedan’s post at the beginning of 
the crisis gave a lot of attention to implementing primary health protocols and give the 
public optimism to face this pandemic with patience and prayers. Included also was a 
comparison of the situation in Jakarta with global conditions, delivering a message that 
this crisis is faced globally, not only by Indonesians.

Baswedan’s posts on Facebook show how he accentuates his logos element, which 
allows a leader to build a long and comprehensive argument to persuade or convince the 
public. Meanwhile, Ganjar Pranowo’s posts show a clear pathos aspect. For example, when 
he told a story about how he met with various community groups and mentioned that 
many people were not aware of the dangers of the COVID-19 virus. Pranowo highlighted 
personal engagement with its citizen in his social media posts of the groups he met.

The specific messages depend heavily on the platform. For example, logos was the 
most evident aspect on Twitter, due to the brevity of messages posted to that platform. 
Meanwhile, on Facebook and Instagram, the pathos aspect was more pronounced, as both 
platforms provided more space to express messages textually.  

The data also agrees with the findings of Rolfe (2016) and Liu (2016) that politicians 
use social media to strengthen their rhetorical arguments and affirm their political opinions 
(logos), create emotional attachments with their followers (pathos) and enhance their 
reputations and positions (ethos). Looking at the existing data, the political rhetoric of 
politicians and public officials rely on particular methods and strategies. More specifically, 
they seek to use the most effective ways of communicating in a constantly changing 
environment (Finlayson, 2022).

Importantly, the data also suggests that in the digital ecosystem, the public 
communication process of politicians and public officials are not unidirectional. In the 
digital age, rhetoric refers to a dialogue between politicians and their audiences (i.e., the 
public). These audiences are not passive but actively interpret and interact with the messages 
they receive. This can be problematic. For example, Popova and Li (2022) noted that 
unpredictable target audiences can reduce the message’s effectiveness and persuasiveness. 
For example, during elections, campaign messages cannot effectively convert audiences 
into supporters-cum-voters. In the context of the pandemic, rhetoric that ignores the target 
audience can also be problematic and counterproductive.

This study demonstrates that major changes have occurred in how political leaders 
and their audiences communicate in the Indonesian society. By using social media, people 
have easier and more direct access to their leaders. This, in turn has transformed the political 
communication process. In the current crisis, local government leaders through their social 
media have been able to maintain their reputations while using social media as a means of 
directly communicating with their publics. This study confirms that, though social media 
has been widely criticised for causing fragmentation and accelerating the spread of hoaxes, 
it is also a reliable medium for disseminating information in accordance with the zeitgeist 
of  the times. 
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CONCLUSION

According to data from We Are Social (2020), in 2020, Indonesia had 160 million active  
social media users, representing 59% of the country’s total population. YouTube, 
WhatsApp, and Facebook are Indonesians’ three favourite social media platforms, followed 
by Instagram and Twitter. Communication patterns have shifted in recent years and people 
between the ages of 16 and 64 can now widely use digital media. Further, at almost all 
levels, the government has used social media as a tool for disseminating public information.

This research shows that Indonesia’s regional leaders have also played a strategic 
role in conveying important messages regarding COVID-19 to the public. The data shows 
that regional leaders can attract public attention by using their social media accounts, 
as was done by several regional leaders: Ganjar Pranowo (Central Java), Ridwan Kamil 
(West Java), and Anies Baswedan (Jakarta).

Reviewing these leaders’ social media posts, each had used ethos to communicate 
successfully with the public, cultivating trust even as they conveyed their messages. One 
limitation of this study is that it looked solely at the texts of regional leaders’ social 
media posts and may potentially miss the complex contexts that surround them. Further 
research is necessary to understand trust, which has become an essential element of public 
communication in the uncertain times caused by the pandemic.

The rapid development of social media has changed the way politicians and public 
officials communicate with the public. Social media may result in message fragmentation, 
reducing the effectiveness of politicians’ rhetoric. Moreover, they contain many elements 
that must be considered when analysing the messages conveyed on social media. This study 
only examined those aspects evident on social media. Therefore, future studies should 
also consider how messages can be effectively conveyed through social media, including 
the interactions between leaders and their followers. Understanding these interactions is 
necessary to further understand the dynamics of rhetoric and persuasion on social media.

Open Access: This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 
License (CC-BY 4.0) which permits any use, distribution and reproduction in any medium, provided 
the original author(s) and the source are credited.

References

Arif, A. (2014). Jurnalisme bencana: Tugas suci, praktik cemar [Disaster journalism: Great 
responsibility, bad practices]. Remotivi. https://www.remotivi.or.id/amatan/32/jurnalisme-
bencana-tugas-suci-praktik-cemar

Aristotle. (1954). On rhetoric (trans. W. Rhys Roberts). Random House.
Association of Indonesian Internet Network Providers (APJII). (2020). APJII 2019–2020 Internet 

Survey Report. https://apjii.or.id/survei
Berlanga, I., García-García, F., & Victoria, J. S. (2013). Ethos, pathos and logos in Facebook. User 

networking: New <<Rhetor>> of the 21st century. Scientific Journal of Media Education, 
XXI(41), 127–135.

Blumler, J. (2018). The crisis of public communication, 1995–2017. Javnost - The Public, 25(1–2), 
83–92. doi: 10.1080/13183222.2018.1418799

Condor, S., Tileaga, C., & Billig, M. (2013). Political rhetoric. In L. Huddy, D. O. Sears, & J. S. Levy 
(Eds.), Oxford handbook of political psychology (pp. 262–300). Oxford University Press.

Crespo-Fernández, E. (2021). Discourse studies in public communication. John Benjamins. 
Eyman, D. (2015). Digital rhetoric: Theory, method, practice. University of Michigan Press. 
Finlayson, A. (2022). YouTube and political ideologies: Technology, populism and rhetorical form. 

Political Studies, 70(1), 62–80. https://doi.org/10.1177/0032321720934630



Public communication in the time of pandemic: Lessons from Indonesia

108

Fukuyama, F. (2018). Identity: The demand for dignity and the politics of resentment. Profile Books. 
Hyland-Wood, B., Gardner, J., Leask, J., & Ecker, U. K. H. (2021). Toward effective government 

communication strategies in the era of COVID-19. Humanities and Social Sciences 
Communications, 8, 30. https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-020-00701-w

Lamb, K. (2016, November 21). Welcome to Twitter City: Is there no limit to Jakarta’s social media 
obsession? The Guardian.  https://www.theguardian.com/cities/2016/nov/21/twitter-city-facebook-
jakarta-live-week-social-media-obsession.

Lilleker, D. G. (2015). Interactivity and branding: Public political communication as a marketing tool. 
Journal of Political Marketing, 14(1–2), 111–128.

Liu, C. (2016). Reviewing the rhetoric of Donald Trump’s Twitter of the 2016 Presidential Election 
[Unpublished master’s thesis]. Jönköping University, Sweden.

Loebis, M. (2020, December 10). Compassion fatigue: COVID-19 ticking time bomb. Jakarta Post. 
https://www.thejakartapost.com/academia/2020/12/10/insight-compassion-fatigue-covid-19-
ticking-time-bomb.html.

Møen, A. (2019). Democracy and public communication: A Durkheimian lens on Habermas. Acta 
Sociologica, 62(1), 20–33. https://doi.org/10.1177/0001699317752793

Nugroho, Y., & Syarief, S. (2012). Beyond click-activism? New media and political processes in 
contemporary Indonesia. Friederich Ebert Stiftung.

Nurbaiti, A. (2020, June 17). Indonesia becomes country with most confirmed COVID-19 cases 
in Southeast Asia. Jakarta Post. https://www.thejakartapost.com/news/2020/06/17/indonesia-
becomes-country-with-most-confirmed-covid-19-cases-in-southeast-asia.html.

Perloff, R. M. (2013). Political persuasion. In J. P. Dillard & L. Shen (Eds.), The SAGE handbook of 
persuasion: Developments in theory and practice (pp. 258–277). Sage Publications. 

Popova, L., & Li, Y. (2022). Perceived message effectiveness: Do people need to think about  
message effectiveness to report the message as effective? Health Education & Behavior.  
https://doi.org/10.1177/10901981211068412

Rolfe. M. (2016). The reinvention of populist rhetoric in the digital age: Insiders & outsiders in 
democratic politics. Palgrave Macmillan. 

Salman, A. (2021). Media dependency, interpersonal communication and panic during the COVID-19 
Movement Control Order. SEARCH Journal of Media and Communication Research, 13(1), 
79–92.

Scammell, M. (2015). Politics and image: The conceptual value of branding. Journal of Political 
Marketing, 14(1–2), 7–18.

Tanha, M. A. (2020). Exploring the credibility and self-presentation of Insta micro-celebrities in 
influencing the purchasing decisions of Bangladeshi users. SEARCH Journal of Media and 
Communication Research, 12(2), 1–20.

Tapsell, R. (2012). Old tricks in a new era: Self-censorship in Indonesian journalism. Asian Studies 
Review, 36(2), 227–245.

Tapsell, R. (2017). Media power in Indonesia: Oligarchs, citizen, and digital revolution. Rowman 
Littlefield.

Wahyuni, H. I. (2014). Digitisation in Indonesian broadcasting: Detriment or advantage? Public 
perspective analysis on digitisation in the Indonesian broadcasting context. Media Asia, 41(1), 
43–54.

We Are Social. (2020). Indonesian Digital Report 2020. https://datareportal.com/reports/digital-2020-
indonesia

Wijayanto. (2020). Petaka karena kata: Blunder komunikasi politik kabinet Jokowi di masa pandemi 
[Political communication blunder of Jokowi’s administration during the COVID-19 pandemic]. 
LP3ES.

Willnat, L. (2014). Social media and political participation in nine Asian nations. In L. Willnat & A. Aw 
(Eds.), Social media, culture and politics in Asia (Frontiers in political communication) (pp. 241–274). 
Peter Lang.

World Health Organization (WHO). (2020). Infodemic. https://www.who.int/health-topics/infodemic.



Special Issue: ICEMC 2021

109

Hermin Indah Wahyuni
is Director of the Center for Southeast Asian Social Studies (CESASS) at Universitas 

Gadjah Mada. She is also a senior lecturer in the Communication Science 
Department, Faculty of Social and Political Sciences, Universitas Gadjah Mada, 
Indonesia. Prof. Hermin’s research interest lies in communication policy, media 

and communication theory, ecological-environmental communication and public 
communication.

Kurniawan Kunto Yuliarso
is a lecturer in the Communication Science Department, Faculty of Social and Political 

Sciences, Universitas Gadjah Mada, Indonesia.

Adam Wijoyo Sukarno
is a lecturer in the Communication Science Department, Faculty of Social and Political

Sciences, Universitas Gadjah Mada, Indonesia.

Wisnu Prasetya Utomo
is a lecturer in the Communication Science Department, Faculty of Social and Political 

Sciences, Universitas Gadjah Mada, Indonesia. His research focuses on media, 
journalism, and political communication.





* Corresponding author

SEARCH Journal of Media and Communication Research
Online ISSN: 2672-7080

© SEARCH Journal 2021
Special Issue: ICEMC 2021, 111–125

https://fslmjournals.taylors.edu.my/search/

COVID-19 status withholding or 
disclosure: Motives and impacts

*Leila Mona Ganiem
Mercu Buana University, Indonesia

leila.mona@mercubuana.ac.id

ABSTRACT

Individuals with COVID-19 who become aware of their condition and disclose their COVID-19 status 
may either receive support or face social stigma. To some people, withholding their status is preferred 
to avoid social stigma, which has been a “silent driver” in the rise of COVID-19 cases. The study aims 
to examine the motives behind the withholding and disclosure of COVID-19 positive status as well as 
to explore the positive and negative impacts of such behaviour. A study using the phenomenological 
research approach involving 10 informants from three provinces in Indonesia who had contracted 
COVID-19 was conducted. Informants between the ages of 22 and 55 from three different educational 
backgrounds were selected. Five informants withheld their COVID-19 status; while others disclosed 
their status. Face-to-face interviews, telephone calls, video calls, and Zoom meetings were carried 
out as data collection methods. The study reveals that the motives for withholding COVID-19 status 
tend to be associated with maintaining personal interests, while the motives for disclosing COVID-19 
status tend to be associated with maintaining public interest. The positive impact of status withholding 
is to avoid social stigma, while the positive impact of disclosure is to obtain material or immaterial 
support. The negative impact of withholding is the feeling of guilt or inability of obtaining material and 
immaterial support, while the negative impact of disclosure is social stigma. Thus, stigmatisation is a 
crucial factor in determining the withholding or disclosure of COVID-19 status.

Keywords: COVID-19 status, withholding, disclosure, social stigma
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INTRODUCTION

The COVID-19 pandemic has emerged as a global public health threat with various 
medical, ethical, economic, and social repercussions. With the accelerated spread of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, people worldwide continue to experience fear and panic, manifested 
in various behavioural changes (Salman, 2021). The fear and anxiety of being afflicted with 
COVID-19 may lead people to adopt harmful attitudes and beliefs towards others (Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention, 2020). In this regard, those infected with COVID-19 
who disclose their status may either receive support or face social stigma. Apart from social 
stigma, those affected also face a strong perception of general disapproval, including their 
residence.

At times, the stigmatisation of COVID-19 patients and their families continues 
even after recovery. This stigma leads to negative social behaviours, such as social exclusion 
of patients, isolating patients from one place to another, prejudice against certain ethnic 
groups as virus carriers and marginalising medical personnel who work in hospitals that 
treat COVID-19 patients. Incidents involving the refusal to bury deceased COVID-19 
patients have also occurred because some believe that the virus remains in the body, even 
in death. This social stigmatisation may affect the mental health of COVID-19 patients 
and lead to other socio-economic issues. 

The widespread stigmatisation is believed to be one of the reasons why people hide 
their COVID-19 positive status. As such, a large number of people do not disclose their 
COVID-19 positive status to avoid the stigma, which in turn became a “silent driver” of 
the rise in COVID-19 infections.

In Indonesia, if  a person is a close contact with a COVID-19 patient, the person 
is assumed as potentially infected. Therefore, the person is required to take a swab test 
to determine the status (Ministry of Health of Indonesia, 2020). If  symptoms of severe 
illness are present, the person must follow isolation protocols in a designated hospital or a 
COVID-19 referral hospital. If  mild-moderate symptoms are present, the person is urged 
to self-isolate at home, in an emergency hospital, or in a referral hospital. Self-quarantine 
at home or an emergency hospital is recommended if  no signs are present. All COVID-19 
suspects would receive a recovery statement if  they have completed the isolation protocols. 
Subsequently, based on the doctor’s assessment, a health facilitator would issue a completed 
monitoring letter.

A polymerase chain reaction (PCR) test is carried out to detect the presence of 
the COVID-19 virus. If  the test result is positive, the person is obliged to notify everyone 
who has been in interaction with him or her within six feet or 1.8 meters and for at least 
15 minutes (Pranita & Putri, 2021). People who have had close contact with an infected 
person may potentially be at risk of being infected.

Even though the above reporting procedures are straightforward, some with 
COVID-19 may not wish to disclose their status to the public since the options of hiding 
or reporting the status are available, especially if  the person chooses to carry out a self-test. 

There is limited research on people’s motives for not disclosing their COVID-19 
status. Although a study in China by Sun et al. (2021) did investigate this issue, the study 
did not examine the impacts of disclosure and non-disclosure of COVID-19 status to the 
closest community. 

Problem statement
There are numerous discrepancies in the number of COVID-19 patients between the central 
and local governments, ministries and agencies, as well as between foreign and local media. 



Special Issue: ICEMC 2021

113

When many COVID-19 patients do not disclose their status, this potentially becomes 
the “silent driver” of the rise in infections. This further creates challenges in government 
programs to stem the spread of the virus, track the virus, provide treatment to patients, as 
well as administer vaccination to the general public.

Stigmatisation afflicts people with  different COVID-19 symptoms (Dwinantoaji 
& DW, 2020; Etika et al., 2020; Novita & Elon, 2021). Although there are three different 
categories of symptoms, namely asymptomatic, mild-moderate symptoms, and severe 
symptoms, all COVID-19 patients face the same stigma regardless of their symptom types. 
Hence, people with asymptomatic and mild-moderate symptoms status often hide their 
status if  they have done self-tests. 

Objectives of study
The study has two objectives, namely to examine the motives in disclosing or withholding 
COVID-19 status, and to examine the positive and negative impacts of these behaviours. 
To do so, the study poses the following research questions: 

RQ1: What are the motives for disclosing or withholding COVID-19 status? 
RQ2:  What are the positive and negative impacts of disclosing or withholding 

COVID-19 status?

LITERATURE REVIEW

COVID-19 causes illnesses that vary from the common flu to more severe diseases. 
It carries a large spectrum of symptoms (Diaz & Vergara, 2021). The transmission of 
COVID-19 may take the form of pre-symptomatic to asymptomatic or symptomatic 
individuals (Johansson et al., 2021). Oran and Topol (2020) highlighted that asymptomatic 
individuals are nearly 40% to 45% prone to COVID infections. Similarly, at least 50% of 
COVID-19 infections are estimated to have originated from individuals without symptoms 
(Griffin et al., 2021; Johansson et al., 2021). Further, research from Centres for Disease 
Control and Prevention, US concluded that nearly 60% of COVID transmission comes 
from asymptomatic people (Swift, 2021). Tan et al. (2020) who reviewed various research 
concluded that in addition to young or middle-aged adults, the variety of asymptomatic 
people includes elderly individuals, children, and infants of both genders.

The COVID-19 virus has been proven to transmit easily. A person may contract 
a virus merely by touching a surface that a infected person had touched (Abdul Latif  & 
Mohd Nor, 2021). It is a highly infectious virus with an estimated primary reproduction 
number (R0) of 2 to 3.5. This explains its rapid transmission to more than 200 countries 
and territories in less than four months since the first reported case in China in December 
2019 (Guan et al., 2020; Guo et al., 2020). Thus, to prevent and control the spread of the 
virus, information about individuals with COVID-19 is crucial.

There have been reports of those infected by COVID-19 facing public stigmatisation 
(Dwinantoaji & DW, 2020; Etika et al., 2020; PH et al., 2020). Various studies in Indonesia 
have investigated this issue and concluded that the stigma faced by patients and their 
families carry a significant impact.

Self-disclosure refers to disclosing personal information about oneself  to others 
(Masur, 2018). The subjects of disclosure vary from unimportant details to extremely 
private, sensitive, and personal information (Masaviru, 2015). Self-disclosure may prove 
to be beneficial and create positive influences for interpersonal relations. Disclosing 
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information about infectious diseases, however, is a complicated decision (O’Connell et al., 
2015).

Further, self-disclosure may not always produce positive results. It may cause 
embarrassment, lower self-esteem, relationship deterioration, or even job termination. 
Factors that influence motives for disclosure or non-disclosure of information include 
cultural differences, individual traits, and gender differences (Fankhauser, 2018; Lee & 
Hwang, 2018; Tang et al., 2013).

For self-disclosure to work, objective and veridical information is essential. By 
objective, the information carried by signs and messages exists independently of its receivers 
or observers. By veridical, information must be true or correct in order to be useful. In other 
words, the information to be disclosed should be truth-constituted (Mingers & Standing, 
2018).

Self-disclosure is a key element of socialisation. It is a process through which an 
individual reveals personal information, either thoughts, experiences or feelings, to another 
individual that elicits distinct types of social relationships and aids in their maintenance 
(Hargie, 2011; Meuwly & Schoebi, 2017). Further, self-disclosure may drive elaboration, 
which impacts source credibility, desire to seek information and intentions to change 
behaviour (Spence et al., 2020). 

The privacy paradox is a phenomenon that refers to the discrepancy between 
the intention to share personal information and fear of privacy loss. Trust is the main 
determinant that influences the decision to disclose sensitive information (Heldman & 
Enste, 2018). Furthermore, self-disclosure reciprocity in making acquaintance increases 
the likelihood of positive outcomes (e.g., liking) (Sprecher et al., 2013).

There are several reasons why people comply with government authorities. In 
the United States, van Rooij et al. mentioned that compliance of authorities depends on 
people’s intrinsic motivation (2020). The traditional context in China is that the general 
public usually obeys the government’s orders without questions (Wang & Wang, 2020). 
This can be seen in the way China’s central government managed and controlled the 
COVID-19 pandemic. 

METHOD

Research goal
This research aims to explain the nature of a particular phenomenon (Creswell & Creswell, 
2018), namely the motives for withholding or disclosing COVID-19 status and the 
associated positive or negative impacts. 

Research design
This research adopted a transcendental phenomenological approach. Phenomenology is 
a method of qualitative research that examines the meaning of a lived experience of a 
phenomenon among individuals with the objective of describing the commonalities of the 
experience. There are two main types of phenomenology, hermeneutics and transcendental. 
The latter approach was selected for this study.

The transcendental phenomenology method, developed by Moustakas and modified 
by Husserl, focuses on participants’ explanations to develop the true meaning of a lived 
experience. It heavily depends on the researcher’s understanding of the participants’ lived 
experiences (Creswell, 2013; Husserl, 2012).
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Research informants
This research was conducted from January to March 2021 involving 10 individuals from 
diverse age, gender, education, residence, and occupation backgrounds. The researcher 
was intimately involved in collecting and interpreting the data. The characteristics of the 
informants are provided in Table 1.

Even though there is no standard sample size in qualitative research, since its 
intention is not to simplify findings, scholars have acknowledged a sample size of 10  
is generally acceptable as long as data saturation can be achieved. The number of 
informants also depends on the research approach. According to Creswell & Creswell 
(2018), a narrative approach should have 1–2 contributors; a phenomenology approach, 
3–10 contributors; while a grounded theory approach, 20–30 contributors.

Table 1. Characteristics of informants 

Items Characteristics of Informants Details

1 Number of informants 10 individuals

2 Education background Four university graduates, two diploma holders, four 
senior high school graduates

3 Gender Three males, seven females

4 Number of informants 
withholding COVID-19 status

Five informants (two males, three females)

5 Number of informants disclosing 
COVID-19 status

Five informants (one male, four females)

6 Employment status Six informants employed; four informants unemployed

7 Place of stay during COVID-19 Two informants stayed at the designated house for 
COVID-19 patients provided by the government; eight 
informants followed self-isolation protocols at home

8 Province of residence Two informants from Jakarta, six informants from West 
Java and two informants from Riau

The researcher conducted in-depth interviews with 10 COVID-19 patients. The 
informants were recruited using the snowballing sampling technique. Several informants 
were acquaintances, while the rest were recommended by these acquaintances.

The snowball sampling technique is a sampling technique in which existing 
participants of a study help recruit additional participants. The justification of this 
sampling method involves the context of the study and target population. The method 
may be justified if  the topic is sensitive or personal. Additionally, it must ensure that no 
potential violation of subjects’ privacy occurs (Institutional Review Board, 2010).

The number of informants can be one of the limitations of the research. Initially, 
only six people were willing to participate. To reach the saturation number, another four 
informants were sourced to participate in this research. 

All informants were selected purposely. Two informants stayed at a designated 
house for COVID-19 patients provided by the government. The other eight informants 
followed self-isolation protocols at home and hardly ventured outside their homes. Most 
of informants had recovered during the interview. Five informants had withheld their 
COVID-19 status from the general public whereas the other five informants had disclosed 
to the public or neighbours about their positive COVID-19 status. 
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Data collection
Data was collected using in-depth interviews and observations for this study. For informants 
who had fully recovered, interviews were carried out face to face. Interviews through 
Zoom, telephone, WhatsApp, or video calls were carried out with informants who were 
still undergoing the isolation protocol.

To collect adequate data for this study, each informant participated in one or two 
interviews, with each averaging about 60–100 minutes. The interview protocol included six 
sets of questions concerning the following topics: personal data, description of experience 
while being infected with COVID-19, motives for disclosing or withholding COVID-19 
status to the public, feelings and behaviours experienced when disclosing or withholding 
COVID-19 status, positive and negative impacts of disclosing or withholding COVID-19 
status, as well as other related questions to elaborate the experiences related to thoughts, 
feelings, and behaviours. During the interviews, additional and follow-up questions were 
asked to invite elaboration and to clarify responses.

Table 2. Interview questions

No. Questions
1 How did you know you had COVID-19?

2 What do you know about COVID-19? Could you explain, please?

3 What did you do when you had COVID-19?

4 What were you worried about when you had COVID-19?

5 Did you notify your family and neighbours of your COVID status? Can you explain the reason?

6 Would you like to share how your family or neighbours responded to your COVID status? What 
were the positive responses? What were the negative reactions?

Data analysis
The theory of Miles et al. (2014) was utilised to analyse the study data. After data collection, 
each interview transcript was analysed twice to obtain the required data. All additional 
interview notes were also examined to enrich the observations of the responses. The whole 
process involved the following four steps. 

First, horizontalisation was carried out by assigning similar value and significance 
to each statement and coding those statements with descriptive labels. 

Second, any statements that were not on the horizon of the experience were deleted 
or reduced to determine the permanent constituents of experiences. This process involved 
inquiring if  the statements contained points necessary to understand the involvement and 
if  the statements could be summarised and labelled.

Third, related constituents were grouped and each category was provided a 
thematic label. The initial coding resulted in several components that did not change from 
the experience. This step was repeated numerous times to further tweak and refine the 
categories until all constituents were grouped and the main themes of the experience were 
finalised.

Fourth, the identification of themes was completed by rereading the full transcripts 
to validate that these identified themes and the invariant constituents accompanying 
them were explicitly expressed and matched the words of the participants. These themes 
produced individual and complete textural, structural, and texture-structural descriptions, 
culminating in the essence of the experience. The themes are displayed in the form of a 
narrative text and a matrix for discussion, followed by a conclusion.
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Scope of study
It is imperative to state at this juncture, that the meaning of withholding or disclosure in 
this study is limited to the withholding or disclosing of the COVID-19 status to informants’ 
community or neighbours and their children’s schools. The scope of this research does 
not include COVID-19 status disclosure to close relatives and offices or workplaces for 
employed informants.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

This research explores personal ideas and in-depth experiences regarding the topic of 
interest in the natural setting. It concerns understanding dynamic human behaviours 
from the viewpoint of the informants. Even though the study involved equal number of 
informants who withheld and disclosed their COVID-19 status, it would not generalise the 
results. However, these results may serve as a reference for similar studies.

The analysis looked at the motives for withholding and disclosing the COVID-19 
status, followed by the positive and negative impacts of these behaviours. Six themes 
emerged from the analysis, namely withholding motives, disclosure motives, positive 
impacts of withholding, negative impacts of withholding, positive impacts of disclosure, 
and negative impacts of disclosure. The themes and sub-themes are presented in Table 3.

Table 3. Themes and sub-themes

Items Themes Sub-themes

1 Withholding motives Fear of being marginalised
Anxiety over social stigma
Sufficient support from family members
Financial considerations
Indifference to risks
Avoidance of test fees
Protection of family members
Avoidance of economic impacts on society
Avoidance of interpersonal impacts

2 Disclosure motives Fear of accusation for withholding
Provision of support from neighbours
Prevention of virus transmission
Fear of being questioned by neighbours

3 Positive impacts of withholding Avoidance of stigma, discrimination and isolation
No potential restriction to family members’ activities
No restrictions to outdoor sunbathing 
Provision of more support from family members 

4 Negative impacts of withholding Feeling of guilt
Death of a family member
Lacking awareness in social distancing
No support by neighbours

5 Positive impacts of disclosure Material and psychological support by neighbours
Assistance to run errands
More rest time 

6 Negative impacts of disclosure Face stigma, discrimination and unpleasant treatment
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Motives to withhold status
In the interviews, informants provided explanation on their decisions to withhold their 
COVID-19 status. All the informants (Informants 1, 3, 8, 9, 10) who withheld their COVID-19 
status had performed self-tests for COVID, hence the local COVID task force was not aware of 
the test results. The main reason for withholding the information was because the informants 
were fearful of being marginalised by neighbours or the community. Their second reason was 
fear over social stigma or being blamed by neighbours or the community.

“After my friends and I swabbed near my office, we found we were positive. We 
both decided not to tell anyone in each of our neighbourhood because we were 
afraid of being blamed.” (Informant 1)

All informants (Informants 1, 3, 8, 9, 10) who withheld their COVID-19 status 
received enough support from their families. Therefore, disclosure of their status was 
deemed unnecessary as they did not require any help from the community.

Another motive to withhold COVID-19 status was financial consideration. All 
informants who withheld their COVID-19 status (Informants 1, 3, 8, 9, 10) had family 
members who worked as daily workers, were manning food stalls, or were recently employed. 
By informing community or neighbours, they were afraid that all their family members 
would be subjected to isolation and discrimination, which may affect their livelihood.

Several informants withheld their COVID-19 status (Informants 1, 3) due to lack 
of COVID-19 awareness. They did not fully consider the risks to their family members 
as a COVID-19 patient may be asymptomatic and look healthy. Some also believed that 
COVID-19 is merely a type of flu that only requires self-medication. One of the informants 
who withheld COVID-19 status (Informant 3) regretted the decision since one of the family 
members passed away due to COVID-19 and the deceased was a comorbid patient. 

Several informants (Informants 1, 3, 8) were worried about the COVID test fees 
and a place for self-isolation if  the whole family have had to take the test and were found 
positive.

Some informants (Informants 3, 8) considered the need for their children to play 
outside their house or in playgrounds. They preferred to withhold their COVID-19 status 
so that their young family members may continue to play outdoors.

Interestingly, an informant who withheld the COVID-19 status (Informant 9), 
regarded this action as a personal social responsibility in the capacity of a healthcare 
activist. She did so with the intention of not contributing to the increasing number of 
recorded COVID patients. Her region was declared a COVID-19 red zone for several 
months, which caused a huge economic impact on the communities.

Several informants (Informants 1, 3, 8, 9) mentioned they were afraid that the 
people who had close contact with them would need be tested and this may have an impact 
on their relationship.

Motives to disclose status
Informants 2, 4, 5, 7 explained their decision to disclose their COVID-19 status. First, 
their COVID tests were carried out in their residential areas, hence the local COVID-19 
task force would automatically be aware of the test results. In contrast, even though the 
COVID tests were not carried out in his/her neighbourhood, Informant 6 still declared his/
her status to avoid developing a bad relationship with the neighbours in the future. All the 
informants (Informants 2, 4, 5, 6, 7) who disclosed their status were also afraid that their 
neighbours would blame them if  their status is exposed at a later stage. 
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Several informants (Informants 2, 4, 6, 7) disclosed their COVID-19 status since 
they thought that their children or grandchildren could still receive support from their 
neighbours during the isolation. 

 “Pak RT (head of the neighbourhood group) said, “Please let us know what 
you want to eat or anything else you need. You and your family members should 
stay at home”. (Informant 4)

Another motive for disclosing the COVID-19 status was attributed to personal 
social responsibility to prevent virus transmission to family members or others (Informants 
6, 7). Informant 5 with an asymptomatic condition, mentioned that he/she did not want 
to be self-centred, even though he/she could have withheld the information. In addition, 
he/she intended to comply with the government’s directives. The informants’ families were 
able to arrange for self-isolation or send family members with negative status to another 
house. However, two informants (Informant 2, 4) were afraid that their neighbours might 
ask why their family members were not around.

Summary on motives to withhold or disclose status
This section summarises the motives for withholding or disclosing COVID-19 status. Most 
of the COVID-19 positive informants did not have wish to disclose because they were 
afraid of the potential harm, social stigma, discrimination, and isolation that will follow. 

One motive for disclosure can be attributed to unavoidable circumstances, for 
example, undergoing tests in their residential area in which the test results can be accessed 
by authorities. Other motives include personal social responsibility to create community 
awareness and to avoid transmission, fear of social pressure, support from neighbours, and 
compliance with government’s directive.

The motives to withhold COVID-19 status include the fear of social stigma, risks for 
family members, and economic considerations. Informants who withheld their COVID-19 
status (Informants 1, 3, 8, 9, 10) opted for self-isolation, while personal consideration 
about one’s own profession tends to present options for withholding his/her COVID-19 
status. For example, a health activist (Informant 9) opted to withhold the status with the 
intention of not adding on to the increasing COVID-19 cases. A teacher (Informant 7) also 
withheld the COVID-19 status for fear of school closure.

Most informants (Informants 1, 2, 3, 4, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10) believed that certain people 
around them displayed some COVID-19 symptoms but objected to taking the COVID 
test. They were under the impression that it was not compulsory to report such incidents 
and decided to follow the self-isolation protocols.

Unfortunately, individuals who had fully recovered from COVID-19 and completed 
the home isolation or quarantine may still be subjected to stigmatisation.

The influencing factors that influence the withholding or disclosure of COVID-19 
status include cultural differences, individual traits, and gender differences (Fankhauser, 
2018; Lee & Hwang, 2018; Tang et al., 2013).

  
Positive impacts of withholding COVID-19 status
The informants shared some of the positive impacts from their decision to withhold their 
COVID-19 status to the general public. First, the informants (Informants 1, 3, 8, 9, 10) were 
not worried about negative stigma, discrimination, or being isolated by the neighbours. 
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“My daughter swabbed in the office, and the result was positive. She had the 
mild flu. Then her boss asked her to go home, not finish the day’s work. We 
decided not to tell anyone, even pak RT (head of the neighbourhood group), to 
avoid neighbour pressure. She stayed alone in her bedroom and self-isolated.”  
 (Informant 3)

Second, family members were not prohibited from carrying out outdoor activities 
(Informants 3, 8). Third, informants could still do outdoor sunbathing (Informant 8). 
Lastly, the informants received more support from their family members (Informants 1, 
3, 8, 9, 10).

Negative impacts of withholding COVID-19 status 
Apart from positive impacts, the informants also shared several negative impacts as a 
result of withholding COVID-19 status to the general public. First, informants felt guilty 
since they did not disclose their status (Informants 1, 3). Second, some family members 
contracted the virus and developed illnesses or died as a consequence (Informants 1, 3, 10).

“I was sick, my husband was sick… everyone at home was infected… finally, 
my husband died.” (Informant 3)

Third, neighbours did not practise any physical distancing as they believed that the 
informants did not pose any health risks (Informants 3, 8, 10). Fourth, informants had to 
be independent in providing for themselves since there was no support from neighbours 
(Informants 1, 3, 8, 9, 10). Lastly, the informants were more prone to disregard COVID 
protocols (Informant 10).

Positive impacts of disclosing COVID-19 status
For those informants who disclosed their COVID-19 status, there were several positive 
impacts as mentioned. First, the informants (Informants 2, 4, 5, 6, 7) received support 
in the form of food, fruits, vitamins, medicine, transportation, household equipment, 
personal protective equipment, and other basic needs from their neighbours. 

“I received food and basic necessities from neighbours while self-isolating at 
home.” (Informant 4)

Second, the informants received psychological support in the form of emphatic 
greetings, compassion, kindness, and suggestions via social media and phone/video calls 
from neighbours (Informants 2, 4, 5, 6, 7). Lastly, the informants (Informants 2, 4, 6) 
also received assistance from their neighbours to run important errands outside their 
home. They also took the opportunity to use the self-isolation to rest while students with 
assignments had their due dates extended.

Negative impacts of disclosing COVID-19 status
Nevertheless, those who disclosed also experienced some negative effects as a result. First, 
all the informants who disclosed (Informants 2, 4, 5, 6, 7) underwent stigma, discrimination, 
and unpleasant treatment such as gossips, abandonment or eviction threats. In some cases, 
some neighbours purposely ramped up the car engine sound to express their unhappiness. 
Some resorted to controlling the neighbourhood roads to compel the informant’s family 
to go elsewhere for isolation or to get retested. Some neighbours were even afraid of 
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sunbathing in their own house terrace or to go outside the house, even after the informants 
had fully recovered for over two months.

“Does my body look like it’s full of COVID or what?      
People ostracised my family. My neighbours kept a distance from us. They 
said, “Oh, your family got COVID-19”… My wife is the coordinator of an 
arisan (a rotating savings and credit association). As an arisan coordinator, 
she is in charge of arisan members’ money. The arisan members were afraid to 
deposit money to her because she had COVID, even after a month of her full 
recovery.”   (Informant 2) 

The children of another informant’s family were ostracised by the neighbours when 
they were not allowed to play with the other children and bullied.

“Sometimes we went out of the house and the neighbours suddenly walked in 
a hurry. Our grandson is only five years old and does not have COVID. When 
he went out, a neighbour told him go home and play at home. He felt very 
isolated.”  (Informant 7)

Another informant was also refused to continue his/her tenancy.

“When we returned from the hospital, we were notified that we should not come 
back to our rented house.”  (Informant 3)

Second, news about the COVID-19 status of the informants spread rapidly amongst 
the neighbours leading to more discrimination and gossip. Third, some informants found 
their self-isolation or isolation in medical facilities filled with boredom.

Stigmatisation concern
Based on the findings, the motive for withholding the COVID-19 status was mainly to 
avoid stigmatisation. COVID-19 patients often face public stigmatisation (Dwinantoaji & 
DW, 2020; Etika et al., 2020; PH et al., 2020). The social stigma leads to discrimination, 
ostracisation and other harmful behaviours against COVID-19 patients (Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention, 2020). Some continue to face discrimination even after 
they have recovered.

“Does my body look like it’s full of virus that my neighbours pretend not to 
see me? They avoid interaction, while strangely looking at me when I am in my 
terrace for sunbathing. The discrimination is more frightening than the virus 
itself.” (Informant 2)

Those who disclosed their COVID-19 status (Informants 2, 4, 5, 6, 7) were equally 
worried about potential social stigma. When they eventually faced the stigma, they 
considered it a part of the risks for revealing their status. Self-disclosure provides space 
for controversial topics; as demonstrated by Masaviru’s work on the case of contraceptive 
knowledge and unwanted pregnancies in Kenya (2015). For infectious diseases, however, 
disclosing the information can become complicated (O’Connell et al., 2015).

COVID-19 causes prejudgment or inaccurate information (Patel et al., 2020). In 
Colombia, approximately 63% of its people, especially those who are not health workers, 
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associated COVID-19 with stigma and discrimination due to intense fear towards the disease 
(Cassiani-Miranda et al., 2020); while in Jordan, it was reported 64% of infected persons 
and their interactions faced stigmatisation during the COVID-19 pandemic (Abuhammad 
et al., 2021). Interestingly, in a study by Baldassarre et al. (2020) regarding stigma and 
discrimination (SAD) related to COVID-19, the authors discovered that knowledge, level 
of education, and socioeconomic status may influence the perception of COVID-19 risks 
in the digital world. 

Five informants of the study (Informants 2, 4, 5, 6, 7) reported that they encountered 
people surrounding them who displayed COVID-19 symptoms but refused to undergo the 
COVID test. They were of opinion that it was not compulsory to report such observations, 
however self-isolation was carried out. According to Thunstorm et al. (2020), who 
conducted a study in the United States with 1,000 participants, approximately 70% of the 
respondents would take a COVID-19 test and the ones who are most likely to take a test 
are the people who frequently meet other people. 

Benefits of disclosure for the public
Disclosing extremely private, sensitive, and personal information such as the COVID-19 
status to others carry both advantages and disadvantages. The community benefits from 
the disclosure because further COVID-19 transmissions can be prevented with this data. 
Sprecher et al. mentioned that self-disclosure reciprocity in the acquaintance process 
increases the likelihood of positive outcomes (e.g., liking) (Sprecher et al., 2013). In other 
words, self-disclosure may allow us to open up and disclose to other people who are equally 
open. Disclosure is a reciprocal process and it leads to trust that develops the relationship. 

However, this notion is not demonstrated by this research. Disclosure has benefits 
but creates a distance between parties. It is not a reciprocal process and may not lead to 
trust but instead, results in sanctions or stigma to the one who provides the disclosure. 
Personal consideration on the readiness to accept stigma determines the risk for informing 
the community. Hargie highlighted the categories for disclosure related to thoughts, 
observations, feelings, and needs (2011). In this respect, interpretation on the reaction 
of the information receivers such as neighbours is an essential factor in disclosing the 
COVID-19 status to the community.

In this study, one motive for COVID-19 status disclosure was to comply with the 
government’s directive. This finding corroborates with past studies that found motives 
may depend on the intrinsic motivation of people (Van Rooij et al., 2020) or obeying the 
government’s orders without questions (Wang & Wang, 2020).

Lastly, by disclosing their status, the informants received goods and immaterial 
support from the community as they underwent isolation protocols. 

RESEARCH IMPLICATIONS

This study offers insightful findings for the benefit of the government (Ministry of Health), 
especially the COVID-19 task force, to assist in formulating effective policies domestically 
and with international institutions (WHO). 

By understanding the motives for individuals to disclose or withhold their COVID-19 
status, the government may further enhance its mechanism for a more effective tracking 
system obtain information on people with COVID-19. Better awareness programmes and 
activities can also be planned with communities with the aim of creating awareness on 
support, transparency and the negative effects of social stigma related to COVID-19.
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CONCLUSION

Based on findings of this qualitative research, it can be concluded that the motives for 
withholding COVID-19 status generally concerns with maintaining personal interest, 
while the motives for disclosing COVID-19 status generally concerns with maintaining 
public interest. The positive impact of status disclosure is to avoid stigmatisation, while 
the positive impact of status disclosure is material or immaterial support. The negative 
impact of status withholding is guilty feeling or inability to receive material and immaterial 
support, whereas the negative impact of disclosure is stigmatisation. Thus, stigmatisation 
is a crucial factor in determining COVID-19 status withholding or disclosure. 

The findings offer valuable insights for the government in formulating a strategy to 
encourage people to be more open about their COVID-19 status and respect the significance 
of such disclosure for the community. In addition, awareness and education is necessary to 
address stigma and discrimination against people with COVID-19.

The findings also provide several indicators on whether people withhold or disclose 
their COVID-19 status, which could be beneficial in developing a more effective tracking 
system to obtain information on people with COVID-19. 
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ABSTRACT

Campaigns play an important role in political marketing communication. To strengthen the persuasive 
element in political marketing communication, candidates use neuroscience approaches to achieve 
political goals. This study aims to analyse Prabowo-Sandiaga’s campaign in the 2019 Presidential 
Election using neuroscience approaches. This research applied the Niffenegger theory on political 
marketing (product, price, place, and promotion) and neuroscience approaches using Paul MacLean’s 
Triune Brain theory. Adopting the constructivist paradigm case study method, data collection was 
done via in-depth interviews with informants. The results show that Prabowo-Sandiaga highlighted 
a respected national figure and consistent political product content by conveying dramatic and 
controversial messages that drew attention, aroused emotions, influenced recipients’ behaviour, and 
created longlasting memories. Based on neuroscience, the amygdala which is involved in emotional 
processes was stimulated and this aroused loyalty and created an emotional bond between Prabowo-
Sandiaga and supporters. Further, Probowo-Sandiaga’s speeches also stimulated the mirror neuron 
system (MNS) which gives the perception that they understand the feelings of constituents, have 
empathy and can provide beneficial solutions. 

Keywords: Neuroscience, campaign, political marketing communication, persuasion 
communication
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INTRODUCTION

General elections are inseparable from campaigns. They are parts of a “two-sided coin” 
that cannot be separated from one another. Campaigns are communication activities 
aimed at influencing people so that they will develop an outlook, attitude and behaviour in 
accordance with the wish or desire of the information provider (Cangara, 2012; Murwani, 
2018; Nugraha et al., 2016). A general election campaign is an activity carried out by 
general election candidates or parties to convince voters by promoting their vision, mission, 
program, and/or self  image. In addition, general election campaigns are part of the political 
education for the public and is conducted in a responsible manner (Qorib, 2020).

Campaigns in mass media carry intensive political information and messages for a 
limited period of time (Atmodjo, 2014; Ritonga & Syahputra, 2019). During the campaign 
period, candidates compete with one another to convey their political goals to the target 
group, the general public. Good political communication will have a positive impact on 
the candidate’s electability to gain more votes or vice versa. In political communication, 
the most important element is the image of the political candidate (Marquart et al., 2020; 
Prisgunanto, 2014). Politicians can also use the media to convey messages to influence 
the public to vote for them (Mun & Li, 2011). Every political party candidate is usually 
promoted intensively and vehemently (Hartaman et al., 2020). The activities are intended 
to influence the political audience in the hopes that they will support and vote for the 
competing candidate. In this regard, political communication is aimed at drawing sympathy 
from the audience and to increase their political engagement ahead of the general election 
(Muslimin, 2019). 

Campaigning is also a persuasive activity (Heryanto, 2019) to sway people who differ 
from or do not believe in the ideas championed by a candidate (Cangara, 2012). According 
to Richard M. Perloff  (as cited in Surachmanto et al., 2019), persuasive communication 
is a symbolic process where the communicator tries to convince constitutents to change 
their attitude and behaviour towards certain issues through message transmission in a 
persuasive atmosphere of free choice. The constituents receiving the persuasive messages 
can voluntarily accept or reject to participate in the election (Morissan, 2016). Similarly, 
Coler and Roberto (as cited in Cangara, 2012) stated that campaigns are an effort managed 
by a group (agent of change) directed towards pursuading the target audience to accept, 
modify or abandon certain ideas, attitudes and behaviours. 

The persuasive approach in a political campaign is part of the political marketing 
communication. From the marketing perspective, political campaigns can be seen as an 
effort to identify the desires and needs of voters that can later be met by the political 
pledge (Axhami et al., 2015). Political marketing is the promotion activity of candidates 
directed towards voters in the hope of obtaining support from them (Hamelin et al., 2019). 
Political marketing communication also conveys the vision and mission of each legislative 
candidate in the general election. Political marketing communication can also directly 
affect a candidate’s reputation (Kholisoh & Mahmudah, 2020). 

The communication strategy of a candidate and the campaign team in election 
campaigns can be done through comprehensive persuasion acceptable to all circles with a 
local value approach (Nur, 2019). Studies show that candidates who diffentiate themselves 
regardless of their ideology and involve the public directly, will produce better electability 
results (Beers, 2014). The relations betweeen candidates and voters are very important 
because political campaigns are basically used to make their political products more 
acceptable to the target market (Gopal et al., 2019). In this respect, Niffenegger proposed a 
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political marketing concept that combines political campaign marketing tools (marketing 
mix), that is, product, promotion, price and place (4P) (as cited in Cwalina et al., 2015). 

To strengthen the persuasion element in political marketing communication, 
political parties, candidates, and consultants/teams can adopt the neuroscience approach. 
Neuroscience is the scientific study about the nervous system (brain, spinal cord and 
peripheral nerve system and their functions) (Gage, 2015). Ikrar (2016) explained 
neuroscience as a modern science discipline that intersects with all concepts of life, 
specifically combining biology and humanities which explains the mechanisms underlying 
thoughts, emotions, and behaviours. Neuropolitics, on the other hand, is the combination 
of nerve science and political science. It studies the political brain that is transformed 
from a social brain through imagination and rationality (Chung, 2018). Thus, political 
neuroscience (or neuropolitics) focuses on using the nerve science methods and theories 
on brain structure and functions to better understand how an individual makes a political 
decision and provides an outlook on several nerve processes that underpin support for a 
candidate (Haas et al., 2020).

The neuroscience approach has been used for education and learning research by 
scholars such as Widyani and Siti Nurannisaa (2020), Susanti (2019) and Rivalina (2020). 
However, based on the literature review, the neuroscience approach has yet to be used 
in the political communication field, although its possible. Therefore, this research aims 
to study the neuroscience approach used by Prabowo-Sandiaga as a political marketing 
communication strategy in the 2019 Presidential Election. 

LITERATURE REVIEW

Neuroscience
Neuroscience is the study of the nervous system found in the human brain. Neuroscience 
also reviews brain awareness and sensitivity from the standpoint of biology, perception, 
memory and its relations to learning. According to the neuroscience theory, the brain 
and nervous system are the physical elements needed for the human learning process, 
particularly brain and thoughts. Ikrar explained that this discipline has wide-ranging 
applications, from marketing (neuromarketing), computer (neuro-simulation), cognitive 
behaviour (neuropsychology) to politics (neuropolitics) (2016).

Paul Maclean developed his Triune Brain theory (Meier, as cited in Saputra, 2019) 
from his hypothesis in the 1960s. An American neuroscientist, Maclean explained about 
the vertebrate’s brain evolution in his book, The Triune Brain in Evolution. Based on his 
theory, the human brain is divided into three parts, namely reptile brain, mammal brain, 
and neocortex brain. The “reptile brain” starts from the brainstem at the brain base and is 
connected to the spine. This brain functions as the control center and autonomous nervous 
system which regulates the main functions of the body and the reactions of an individual to 
danger or threat. When this reptile brain is active, only the instincts work. The reptile brain 
becomes more active if  one does not get enough sleep, is threatened, afraid, or stressed or 
when the body and mind is exhausted. The reptile brain developed into the mammal brain 
which contains a limbic system comprising the amygdala, hippocampus, thalamus, and 
hypothalamus. This brain plays a role in controlling aspects of family needs, social strata 
and sense of belonging. The mammal brain also gives meaning to emotions or occurrences 
(social and emotional). In addition, it also plays a role in controlling the immune system, 
hormones, and long-term memory. 
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Campaigns
Etymologically, the word campaign comes from the Latin word, “campaign”, which 
means field. It is also related to some other words, “champion” and “champagne”. The 
element of champion has to do with military exercise conducted by Italian residents while 
in a campagnia (village), while the element of champagne refers to the activity of French 
residents who planted Champagne grapevines in their gardens. 

 Rogers and Storey (as cited in Roberto et al., 2020) defined campaign as a series 
of planned communication acts aimed at creating a certain effect on a large audience in a 
sustainable way for a certain period of time. In general, campaign functions as information 
to make the public more responsive to certain issues conveyed in the campaign. Campaign 
is one of the essential parts of political communication. No political event is complete 
without a political campaign. Political professionals perceive the political campaign akin 
to the goal of the political party and candidate. To reach a political audience widely and 
quickly, a campaign is conducted through various networks and political communication 
media (Wahid, 2016).

In other words, a political campaign is an organised effort aimed at influencing 
voters in a decision-making process. In the same way, a political campaign is used by 
citizens in democracy to determine who will govern them (Saraswati, 2018). Politics is the 
“practice/work to carry out political affairs” that “executes/seeks power in government 
affairs”. Political campaign is also referred to as efforts to get a candidate to be elected or 
re-elected to an official post (HR & Harakan, 2017; Nasution, 2017).

Political marketing communication
Political marketing communication combines political communication with marketing 
communication. The theories, concepts, or strategies and tecniques of marketing 
communication in businesses is applied to the context of a political campaign to gain a 
positive image, popularity, electability and constituents’ loyalty. 

Political marketing is defined as the process of exchanging and shaping, maintaining 
and fostering relations among subjects or people involved in the political market (politicians, 
political parties, voters, interest groups and institutions), with the aim of identifying and 
fulfilling their needs and developing political leadership (Cwalina et al., 2013). Niffenegger 
(as cited in Cwalina et al., 2013) recommended using a combination of marketing tools  
in political campaigns known as a marketing mix, namely product, price, place and 
promotion (4Ps). 

Product: The product offered by a candidate is the complex integration of many 
advantages which voters believe can be achieved, if  the candidate is elected. Price: the 
price of a product offered by a candidate refers to the total cost to be borne by voters if  
the candidate is elected. This includes economic costs, such as tax hikes or budget cuts. 
Other costs stated by Niffenegger include the effects of the national image: whether voters 
will consider the new leader to be strong, an individual who will promote national pride or 
an individual who will become an ignominy to his compatriots at international events. We 
must also take into account psychological costs: whether voters will feel comfortable with 
the religious and ethnic background of the candidate? The general marketing strategy for 
price comprises minimising the costs of candidates and maximising that of the opponent’s. 

Place (distribution): the marketing strategy to distribute campaign messages 
by combining personal appearance programs with volunteers used as confidants of the 
candidate to the local market. Promotion: mostly consists of efforts and publicity carried 
out through means of free media coverage about the candidate, programs, and campaigns. 
Niffenegger distinguished four basic promotion strategies, namely (1) Concentration 
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strategy: concentrating an unproportional sum of money and promotion effort on a certain 
voter segment (for instant needs in regions or provinces); (2) Time strategy: involving the 
highest promotion expenditures and the most wide-ranging promotion activities that can 
give the greatest benefit to the candidate. This compels the opposition to increase their 
activities and spend their resources; (3) Misleading strategy: avoiding a frontal attack on 
the stronger contender and trying to make the contender lose balance so that they will 
make mistakes (this can be a very successful strategy for the underdog); and (4) Negative 
campaign strategy: conducting a comparative attack directly or indirectly on the contender 
and/or their personal characteristics. 

Persuasive communication
Persuasion is derived from the Latin word, peruasio which means persuading, inviting or 
seducing (Soemirat & Suryana, 2014). William J. McGuire (as cited in Nida, 2014) defined 
persuasion as changing people’s attitude and behaviour through the spoken and written 
word, and constitutes one of the more interesting uses of communication. The main point of 
persuasive communication is influencing the opinion and attitude of the message recipients. 
In the process, persuasion can be conducted rationally and emotionally. Through the rational 
way, the cognitive component of an individual can be influenced. The affected aspects can be 
in the form of ideas or concepts so that the individual can develop the required belief.

According to Soemirat and Suryana (2014) as well as O’Keefe (2021), the objective of 
persuasive communication is to influence the attitude, opinion and behaviour of audiences. 
Changing opinions has to do with cognitive aspects, namely those related to beliefs, ideas, 
and concepts. In this process, the change that happens to the audience is related to their 
thoughts. They realise that their opinion is wrong and needs to be changed or modified. As 
such, their intellectual will improve. Meanwhile, changing attitude is related to the affective 
aspect. This covers the emotional aspect of the audience. 

Additionally, Miller (2013) defined persuasive communiction as any message 
aimed at forming, strengthening and changing other people’s responses. In the same way, 
Bettinghaus and Cody (as cited in Simmons & Sarinastiti, 2012), in their book, Persuasive 
Communication, explained that persuasive communication can influence the thoughts and 
behaviour of an individual as well as the activity relations between a speaker and listeners 
in which the speaker tries to influence the attitude of the listeners through audiovisual aid. 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

The constructivist paradigm, underpinning this research, is a systematic analysis towards 
socially meaningful action through direct and detailed observations of related social 
actors who create and maintain/manage their social world (Kriyantono, 2014). The social 
attitude, in the context of this study, is the campaign conducted by Prabowo-Sandiaga 
using neuroscience approaches. The researcher used the case study method. This method 
involves in-depth, detailed, intensive, holistic and systematic data collection of people, 
events, social settings or groups using various methods and techniques as well as interviews 
to understand effectively how people, events, social settings or groups operate and function 
in accordance with their context (Yusuf, 2014). In other words, the case study method 
(Yin, 2012) is a method which pays attention to a case intensively and deepens the process 
in detail. In this research, the case studied in-depth is the political campaign conducted by 
Prabowo-Sandiaga in the 2019 Presidential Election.

The researcher conducted in-depth interviews with research subjects to obtain a rich 
data set in accordance with the situation and conditions in the field. The study informants 
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included two internal parties, namely Mardani Ali Sera, Vice Chairman of the National 
Campaign Board and Kawendra Lukistian, Prabowo-Sandi National Campaigner, as well 
as three external parties, namely Bambang Imam Santos, co-founder of the neuroscience 
community, Rizki Edmi Edison, Director of Uhamka Neuroscience Center and Sri 
Warsih, a supporter of Prabowo-Sandiaga, who is also a follower of the Prabowo-Sandiaga 
Facebook account, to balance out the representation of both internal and external parties. 

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

Paul MacLean’s concept of triune brain shows that the brain’s working functions are 
divided into three sub-systems. At the bottom, the oldest brainstem, the emotional brain 
limbic system in the middle, and the upper executive brain, particularly PFC (prefrontal 
cortex) which is located exactly behind the forehead. Each has different working functions 
and various names or terms. Brainstem, better known as “croc brain”, encourages the 
emotional brain and is the lowest level of the brain information processing system. 

All the concepts of the triune brain can be seen in the political marketing 
communication described by Niffenegger. Based on the study’s interview findings, Prabowo-
Sandiaga applied the Niffernegger’s concept of political marketing with the neuroscience 
approach during the campaign period. This is apparent from the four concepts of his 
marketing mix, namely product, price, place, and promotion, which will be discussed next. 

Product
The product offered is the complex integration of many benefits as contained in the vision 
and mission of the campaign which voters believe can be obtained if  the candidate is 
elected. Kawendra stated that the main message of Prabowo-Sandi’s vision and mission is 
economy: how to create as many jobs as possible, stabilise the prices of basic necessities, 
and take optimum advantage of Indonesia’s natural wealth which has not been tapped 
optimally by previous leaders for the benefit of the people’s welfare as contained in the 1945 
Constitution. This grand idea is applicable in a linear manner, from central, provincial, 
district and city levels to sub-district and neighborhood associations/community units (RT/
RW). Kawendra, the National Campaigner of Prabowo-Sandistated, stated the following: 

“The main message, the main idea of Mr. Prabowo and Sandi is about economy: 
how to create as many jobs as possible, how to stabilize the prices of basic 
necessities, how to take optimum advantage of Indonesia’s natural wealth for 
the benefit of the people’s welfare.” 

In relation to product, Sri Warsih also spoke of the main reasons for throwing her 
support behind Prabowo-Sandiaga, which include his military experience, being smart, 
firm and disciplined. In responding to the political product offered by Prabowo-Sandiaga, 
she believed Indonesia under the leadersip of Prabowo-Sandiaga will become better and 
its sovereignty will become stronger. Sri Warsih, a Prabowo Subianto supporter for two 
terms, had this to say:

“Since the beginning I have never moved to other choice, I continue to choose 
Prabowo. My reason is that Mr Prabowo is firm, his military experience is not 
doubted. As a soldier, Mr Prabowo will no doubt keep the state sovereignty 
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and dignity. True, leader must be firm. Don’t import anything while we do 
not make maximum use of domestic sources. All agree to what Mr Prabowo 
said. Admittedly, in the beginning we were afraid of Indonesian debts being 
huge, foreign parties enjoying Indonesia’s wealth, and the economy getting 
difficult. When Mr Prabowo said Indonesia is ill so if it is not arranged it will 
disappear in 2030. Is that true? If in 2024 (presidential election), Mr Prabowo 
is nominated again, I will surely vote for him. It seems that I have a spiritual 
connection with him.” 

From the explanations given by several informants above, we understand that when 
it comes to political marketing product, Prabowo-Sandiaga not only emphasised political 
products such as content and candidate’s profile but also paid attention to voters’ emotions. 
Based on neuroscience, the limbic system is related to emotions and social relations, which 
is why it is also called the emotional brain. In addition, the brain is also naturally interested 
in novelty. The emergence of The New Prabowo may become a stimulus for the brain. As 
Bambang, co-founder dan CEO of PT Neuronesia Neurosains Indonesia, explained: 

“The nature of brain is interested in novelty, it likes something new but if it is 
too new without reference, it will get stressed. Secondly, brain likes familiarity, 
something that it is acquainted but if it remains unchanged, it will also get 
stressed too. The brain also likes prediction. There is amygdala which functions 
as emotion center, hippocampus as memory center, hypothalamus as a 
controller of sympathic and parasympathic sub-systems and so on. In politics, 
by providing a proper stimulus to the principles of neuroscience, namely award, 
emotion, memory and social interaction can arouse loyalty”.

The analysis of the interviews revealed that in their political communication 
strategy related to product, Probowo-Sandiaga showcased not only the profile of The New 
Prabowo through popular appearances, but also the consistent promotion of political 
products related to Indonesian sovereignty, national dignity, and economy using an 
emotional approach. In Nurdiansyah’s work (2018) on the profile of Prabowo-Sandiaga as 
a political marketing product, she found that the profile of Prabowo-Sandiaga propelled 
the Gerindra Party’s votes and the party offered this profile as the main product to be sold 
to the public. A similar study (Wance & La Suhu, 2019) also showed that when the profile  
of a certain candidate, and political issues are “sold” in the form of the candidate’s  
working programs, voters tend to become emotional in exercising their rights to vote in the 
election. 

From the neuroscience perspective, the stimulation of the amygdala (involved in 
emotions) which interacts with the prefrontal cortex produces major emotions, which can 
arouse loyalty so that supporters remain loyal to Prabowo-Sandiaga due to the emotional 
bonding formed. 

Price
Price refers to the price of product offered by the candidate, that is, the total costs to be 
borne by voters if  the candidate is elected. Based on the findings, during the compaign 
period, Prabowo Subianto pledged to lower the prices of basic necessities, raise the salaries 
of state apparatuses and contract teachers, and create more jobs as stated by Sri Warsih, a 
supporter of Prabowo-Sandiaga:
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“I believe if Prabowo Subianto is elected, the prices of basic necessities will 
decline, unlike today everything is expensive. Mr. Prabowo really knows what 
we feel. For the umpteenth time he said, if elected, in the first 100 days of his 
leadership, electricity tariffs will decline, and so will the prices of meat and basic 
necessities. Moreover, as mothers, we are confused about where our children 
will be employed after completing their study. How about the many laid-off 
workers? The program of Prabowo is to create as many jobs as possible, so 
there has been a program called “OK-OC”, there will be ready-to-work homes. 
That is good, along with Sandi”. 

Based on the informants’ replies, Bambang explained that from the standpoint of 
neuroscience, a part of the brain, namely mirror neuron system (MNS) is mostly used in 
politics because it works by emulating what is seen and felt. The duplication of MNS draws 
attention to neuropolitics, which connects political attitude to emotions and cognition. He 
explained:

“Mirror Neuron System in the political field is very much used. So, a neuron 
group is employed to duplicate. The tendency of Indonesian people become 
notes. Mirror Neuron System works very actively. Therefore, the leadership 
is still effective to use lead by example. What is interesting from MNS is that 
MNS will not only become active when observing, emulating or studying action 
but also, is influenced by various social factors, in addition to correlating with 
different individual empathy”.

The findings demonstrate that Prabowo-Sandiaga stimulated MNS amongst the 
voters. This is related to the cost to be borne by voters which affirms that Prabowo-Sandiaga 
understand what the constituents feel, display empathy and give beneficial solutions, for 
example, training so that people can survive in the difficult economy. 

Place 
Place (distribution) is marketing stimulus which refers to the channel chosen by the 
candidate to reach his voters. The channel, in the context of this research, is the means 
used by Prabowo-Sandiaga to convey campaign messages, namely campaigns conducted 
physically in open spaces or through social media platforms such as Facebook. 

Prabowo-Sandiaga chose to use Facebook to inform audience about their campaign, 
for example, their campaigning places. The advantage of Facebook is that it can display 
videos with longer duration compared to other social media platforms. This is in line 
with the statement by Sri Warsih who disclosed that she uses Facebook to find out about 
Prabowo-Sandiaga’s visits as well as access their complete campaign speech videos, unlike 
television spots that only provide quotes of their speech. She explained:

“Mr Prabowo is a former military man. He is physically strong so we can look 
at him on Facebook. He campaigns everywhere. On a single day he can visit 3 
or 4 places. We can look at him on the television for a while. On the Faceook 
we can look at the videos of Mr. Prabowo visiting Islamic boardng schools, 
social figures, cemetery, and residents. The videos have longer duration so we 
can know what Mr Prabowo does during the visits.” 
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The messages conveyed directly by Prabowo-Sandiaga during their campaign also 
caught the attention of Sri Warsih who was present at Prabowo-Sandiaga’s grand rally 
at Bung Karno Sports Stadium (GBK) in Senayan, Jakarta. She opined that Prabowo-
Sandiaga paid attention to the people by raising pertinent questions and almost everyone 
in the audience gave the same answers:

“I came to GBK to watch directly the grand campaign. Is it true if Mr 
Prabowo spoke of the condition of Indonesia as it is? He knows well what we 
feel as common people. Mr Prabowo asked whether or not it is expensive to 
buy basic necessities, whether or not it is difficult to find jobs, whether or not 
it is expensive to get medical treatment, and whether or not it is expensive to 
buy milk and meat for children. All replied expensive. It seems whenever he 
campaigns, he does so. Look at the Facebook he likes to raise such questions. 
We are glad to have a leader who cares and knows difficult economy”.

The researcher also found that Prabowo-Sandiaga always starts their political 
speech or rally by asking a few questions. From the standpoint of neuroscience, questions 
can serve as a “pacing”, referring to the communication process that tries to align the 
brainwaves of the audience and speaker so that the message transmission becomes more 
conducive and effective. In principle, an individual will find it easier to convey messages to 
others if  their brain waves are synchronised. Questions also provide stimuli to the temporal 
lobe which is responsile for hearing, memory and emotional functions. 

Promotion
Promotion mostly comprises publicity efforts and ads through free media coverage 
of candidates, programs, and campaigns. In developing campaign messages during the 
campaign period, Prabowo-Sandiaga as a contender tended to deliver negative and 
controversial campaigns, as described by Mardani, Chairman of the PKS DPP and Vice 
Chairman of the National Campaign Board :

“As a contender, we use language like this. Positive campaign is the business of 
the incumbent (president), the task of the contender is negative campaign”.
“Any information conveyed through digital media must be presented in a 
controversial way through drama or story. To win the competition, it is necessary 
to use controversial information written in the form of drama or story that can 
be sold to the public.”

Prabowo-Sandiaga’s intervention in the croc brain through negative messages can be 
accepted and regarded as the truth because the croc brain works on basic instincts to survive. 
As Mardani recalled, Prabowo once said that Indonesia may disappear in 2030. Although 
Prabowo intended the statement as “a warning” if state sovereignty is not immediately 
safeguarded, the story in Ghost Fleet in 2030 is predicted to come true. Mardani stated: 

“Mr. Prabowo is fond of reading, isn’t he? When he referred to Ghost Fleet that 
Indonesia may disappear in 2030, it is actually a warning. Mr Prabowo reminded 
that sovereignty is still in line with the issue of sovereignty, this is simple, if we do 
not immediately .... promote state sovereignty, then the story of Ghost Fleet in 
2030 will come true, Indonesia will vanish off the global map”. 
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Based on neuroscience, campaign activities to form opinions which are done 
easily and briefly actually targets the croc brain. The grassroots approach simplifies vital 
information for principal issues, for instance, issues related to discrimination against certain 
groups, racism, ethnicity, race, faith and religion and makes it easier to be understood by 
all layers of society, including those less knowledgeable. Bambang spoke of this issue:

“Now I believe too that they have (done so). What is the agency? Consultants 
have begun using neuroscience. But there has been a gap we use the lowest 
level, grassroots. So, the information conveyed is not necessarily knowledgeable 
to touch principal issues which will give rise to negativity bias. When we feel 
threatened, the most primitive part of our brain called croc brain becomes 
active. This part of our brain reacts only focusing on survival, act to free 
ourselves from terrible anxiety. When we have a leader who informs us that 
we must be afraid of events in the future, that only he who could protect us, we 
easily surrender and follow it. We all want to be protected”. 

From Bambang’s explanation, it can be concluded that based on neuroscience, 
the croc brain can be stimulated by providing new information so that a negativity bias 
emerges. When one feels threatened, the croc brain becomes active and reacts only focusing 
on survival, and acts to free oneself  from anxiety. 

Thus, it is clear that in conveying messages to constituents, Prabowo-Sandiaga gave 
stimulated the croc brain in the form of negative messages conveyed in a dramatic and 
controversial way so that they draw more attention, arouse more emotions, elicit stronger 
reactions, and stay longer in memory. In addition, concepts such as post truth and echo 
chamber found in social media, cause followers to process information emotionallly rather 
than objectively, even though the information can be wrong or fake. This can lead to 
extraordinary fanaticism because it is driven by the controversial information. 

 The flow chart of Prabowo-Sandiaga’s political marketing communication 
strategy, from the perspective of neuroscience, is presented in Figure 1.

 
Political Marketing 

Communication Strategy

Emotional Messages 
Conveyed in a Dramatic 
and Controversial Way

Political 
Communication

Marketing 
Communication

Campaign

Persuasive Communication

Political Marketing 
Communication Theory

Neuroscience 
Triune Brain

Reptilian Brain:
Stimulates the croc brain in 
the form of negative messages 
conveyed in a dramatic and 
controversial way so that it 
draws more attention, arouses 
stronger emotions, influences 
behaviour more and creates 
more lasting memory.

Human Brain:
Prabowo stimulated part of the 
consitituent’s brain, namely Mirror 
Neuron System. This is related to the 
cost to be borne by voters by affirming 
as if  Prabowo understands what the 
constituents feel, displays empathy and 
gives beneficial solutions, for example, 
skill training to help navigate a difficult 
economy.

Mammal Brain:
Amygdala involved in 
emotional process can 
arouse loyalty so that 
supporters remain loyal to 
Prabowo due to emotional 
bond.

1. Product: Profile of new Prabowo and 
consistent content of political product 
Indonesian sovereignty, national dignity 
economy.

2. Price: Prabowo’s affirmation as if he 
understood what the constituents feel, 
showed empathy, and gave solution by 
spreading benefits, for example, training, 
so that the public no longer feel the 
difficult economy.

3. Place: Facebook is one of the marketing 
channels chosen by Prabowo to confirm 
to audience about which places to visit 
and advantage of Facebook is that it can 
display longer video duration than other 
social media platforms.

4. Promotion: Prabowo conveyed negative 
messages in a dramatic and controversial 
way so that they draw more attention, 
arouse stronger emotions, influence 
behaviour more and last longer in 
memory. Post truth and echo chamber in 
social media in this case Facebook cause 
followers to trust more in information 
conveyed emotionally than objectively. 

Figure 1. Flowchart of Prabowo-Sandiaga’s campaign in the 2019 Presidential Election
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The findings demonstrate that Prabowo-Sandiaga’s campaign in the 2019  
Presidential Election effectively used the neuroscience approach. This is evident from the 
emotional political messages conveyed in a dramatic and controversial way. Based on 
Maclean’s Triune Brain theory (Meier as cited in Saputra, 2019) as well as Niffenegger’s 
integrated political marketing theory (as cited in Cwalina et al., 2015), the findings show that 
the messages conveyed by Prabowo-Sandiaga in their political marketing communication 
strategy stimulated all three parts of the constituents’ brain. First, the croc brain was 
stimulated in the form of negative messages conveyed in a dramatic and controversial 
way so that they draw more attention and arouse stronger emotions. This is related to the 
distribution (place) of messages conveyed and promotions conducted during the campaign 
period. 

Second, the mammal brain with the amygdala (involved in emotional functions) 
was stimulated to arouse loyalty and form an emotional bond, so that Prabowo-Sandiaga’s 
supporters remain loyal. This is evident from message products conveyed by Prabowo-
Sandiaga. Third, the human brain which was stimulated via mirror neuron system (MNS). 
This is related to the costs (price) to be borne by voters which is affirmed as if  Prabowo-
Sandiaga understand the feelings of the constituents, display empathy and provide beneficial 
solutions. The benefits include cheap basic necessities, affordable education costs, ease of 
finding work, and easy access to health facilities.

CONCLUSION

The political marketing communication strategy adopted by Prabowo-Sandiaga follows 
Niffenegger’s political marketing theory known as 4P (product, price, place, and 
promotion). The results also show that the political messages were persuasively conveyed 
using the neuroscience approach. Firstly, in terms of product, Prabowo Subianto 
emphasised not only the profile of New Prabowo but also the content of a political product 
which is emphatically aligned to Indonesian sovereignty, national dignity, and economy. 
From the perspective of neuroscience, this stimulates the amygdala which is involved in 
emotional functions, and helps supporters remain loyal due to the emotional bond formed. 
Second, with regard to the price of product, Prabowo-Sandiaga’s messages stimulated the 
constituents’ brain, namely MNS. 

With regard to place, Prabowo-Sandiaga used the social media to distribute 
political messages and often started speeches or rallies using a psychological self-approach. 
From the perspective of neuroscience, questions at the start of rallies or speeches can help 
synchronise the brain waves of the audience and speaker so that the delivery of messages 
is more effective. Lastly, in terms of promotion, the messages conveyed by Prabowo-
Sandiaga to the constituents take on a negative tone and were delivered dramatically and 
controversially to stimulate the croc brain so that a stronger reaction and a longlasting 
memory are elicited.

Open Access: This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 
License (CC-BY 4.0) which permits any use, distribution and reproduction in any medium, provided 
the original author(s) and the source are credited.
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ABSTRACT

Today’s fashion industry offers a wide variety of clothing at highly affordable prices, thus making 
clothing highly disposable. While the scenario encourages the growth of the fashion industry, it proves 
to be detrimental to the environment. Textile waste comprises 4% of the total waste in Malaysia, 
equivalent to 1,000 metric tons of textile waste per day. As such, there are growing calls for sustainable 
fashion consumption, leading to the growth of various online sustainable fashion brands, particularly 
those targeting millennials. In understanding this specific market, this study was guided by the Theory 
of Planned Behaviour to investigate the factors contributing to millennials’ attitude towards online 
sustainable fashion brands, their intention to purchase and their actual purchasing behaviour. Using 
convenience sampling, an online questionnaire was distributed to relevant WhatsApp and Facebook 
groups, resulting in 229 respondents for the study. The findings indicate that customers’ endorsement 
and ethical beliefs of sustainable fashion were the most significant predictors in influencing consumers’ 
attitude, followed by family environmental beliefs and celebrity endorsement. However, peer pressure, 
environmental concerns and subjective norms do not have a significant relationship with attitude. 
Additionally, perceived behavioural control also positively and significantly predicts attitude, purchasing 
intention and purchasing behaviour of sustainable fashion brands. Finally, the study shows conclusive 
relationships between attitude, purchasing intention and purchasing behaviour of sustainable fashion 
brands. The study’s theoretical contribution and practical implications are presented as well. 

Keywords: Sustainable fashion, sustainable consumption, online purchase, online brands, 
millennials
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INTRODUCTION

Fashion has emerged as a lucrative industry offering a vast amount of apparel at affordable 
prices to various types of consumers. Globally, 80 billion pieces of new clothing are bought 
annually, which equates to $1.2 trillion per year for the entire global fashion industry (Bick 
et al., 2018). However, conventional fashion practices and current fashion consumption 
patterns are highly unsustainable, and the fashion industry has been identified as one of 
the most resource-consuming and polluting industries.

In recent years, the drastic increase in clothing production and fashion consumption 
have raised concerns on the environmental impact of the fashion industry. Studies found 
that the fashion industry generates 8–10% of global carbon dioxide, equivalent to 4–5 
billion tonnes per year (Niinimäki et al., 2020). Additionally, significant natural resources 
are being exhausted in textile and garment production. The fashion industry has also 
been linked to labour exploitation and environmental pollution due to the excessive use of 
chemicals during cultivation, textile dyeing and surface treatment (Hur & Cassidy, 2019). 
In Malaysia, the National Solid Waste Management Department (NSWMD) reported an 
estimated 8.4 million tonnes of waste produced annually, of which textile wastes constitute 
approximately 4% of the total disposal waste, equivalent to about 1,000 metric tons of 
textile disposal per day; and the figures are still growing (Loi et al., 2016). Due to the 
low quality, fast-changing fashion trends and low prices with shortened seasons, fashion 
products often end up in landfills, producing massive textile wastes and management issues. 
Only small amounts are being recycled due to low resale value (Bau, 2017). 

The issue is compounded by the fact that fashion now has a shorter life cycle. 
The increasing purchasing power and affluent lifestyle also contributes to fashion styles 
becoming obsolete rapidly and encouraging a throwaway culture (Loi et al., 2016). Today’s 
fashion industry provides cheap clothing at highly affordable prices, thus encouraging 
consumers to consider clothing highly disposable. In particular, the growth of fast fashion 
has become a significant concern. Fast fashion refers to the retail strategy that responds to 
the most recent fashion trends by regularly updating products, thus giving them a shorter 
life cycle (Gupta & Gentry, 2018). 

The fast fashion industry’s growth is attributed to several developments, including 
the emergence of new production technologies, consumers’ propensity for new fads in 
fashion, and the growth of online commerce that help to feed this hunger. Popular fast 
fashion brands, such as H&M and Zara, acquire customers easily with their unique business 
model. The brands introduce new fashion collections frequently to attract customers to 
visit their shops regularly. Fast fashion ultimately causes environmental issues, particularly 
in waste handling (Bau, 2017). Only about 1% of the clothing materials produced are 
recycled completely while more than half  of the fashion items are disposed of within less 
than a year (Rathinamoorthy, 2019).

PROBLEM STATEMENT

The Internet is emerging as the fastest growing channel for fashion promotion. While the 
growth of new media has helped to promote fast fashion, it has also contributed towards 
increased awareness of online consumers on the drawbacks and impacts brought by fast 
fashion. Previous literature found that consumers who are concerned with price and style 
rather than sustainability issues are more hesitant to adopt sustainable clothing (Harris et 
al., 2016). Research also shows that there is no significant interest in sustainable fashion 
among young working adults (Kuruppu, 2018). The sustainable development concepts and 
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philosophy usually conflict with style and fashion consumption. Hence, the sustainable 
fashion concept remains ambiguous and whether the idea of sustainability is possible for 
the fashion industry continues to be widely debated (Hur & Cassidy, 2019). Interestingly, 
the interactivity that is permitted by online sustainable fashion brands invites various 
comments and reviews and adds to the complexity on how the consumers may process 
the online sustainable fashion brands in forming their attitudes. The online platforms 
also encourage customers to interact with brands. Nevertheless, the extent of how these 
circumstances influence fashion consumers in Malaysia has yet to be fully understood. 

With their keen interest in fashion, millennials prove to be a highly valued segment 
of the fashion market. 50% of the global consumers are comprised of millennials 
(Orozpe, 2014), and they have overtaken Generation X in terms of purchasing power 
(Sethi et al., 2017). Prior literature indicates that millennials are increasingly concerned 
about the environment and show a growing interest in sustainable lifestyle (Lilja, 2019). 
The millennials are willing to spend extra money on brands exhibiting corporate social 
responsibility compared to those that do not. Nevertheless, the millennials also constitute 
most of the fast fashion market. Despite their support for sustainable practices, they still 
opt for fast fashion brands due to their affordability and variety of fashion.  

As a developing country, Malaysia faces massive challenges in monitoring 
sustainable industrial development and environmental awareness. A study found that 
95% of released wastes are sent to landfills for disposal, despite more than 60% of these 
wastes being recyclable (Fauziah & Agamuthu, 2013). Further, the general awareness of 
sustainable fashion consumption and environmental impact is still relatively low among 
Malaysian fashion consumers (Rosli, 2018). The COVID-19 pandemic demonstrated that 
global consumers significantly increased their positive perceptions towards clothing brands 
that demonstrate social responsibility and give back to communities in need (Hasbullah 
et al., 2020). However, sustainable fashion consumption is still in its infancy in Malaysia. 

In view of the above mentioned issues, this study seeks to contribute towards 
greater understanding of the consumption of online sustainable fashion brands among 
millennials in Malaysia. Specifically, the objectives of this study are to explain factors that 
contribute to millennials’ attitude towards online sustainable fashion brands and explain 
the relationship between that attitude towards their purchasing intention, the relationship 
between their purchasing intention and purchasing behaviour. 

LITERATURE REVIEW

Sustainable fashion 
Sustainable fashion is a part of the slow fashion movement, sometimes referred to as eco 
fashion, green fashion, or ethical fashion (Henninger et al., 2016). According to Henninger 
et al. (2016), sustainable fashion first appeared in the 1960s, when consumers started to 
realise the harmful effects on the environment caused by the apparel manufacturing process 
and unclear practical standards. The luxury industry gradually shifted its approach to 
building a more sustainable fashion future (Delieva & Hyo, 2019). Sustainable fashion 
endorses sustainable practices and designs, from the cultivation of fibres, usage, to the 
disposal of the fashion items. Kandual and Pradhan (2018) proclaimed sustainable fashion 
as a solution, focusing on the efforts to minimise the environmental footprint due to 
overconsumption, as well as the importance of the use and reuse concepts to impede the 
throwaway culture. 

In the pursuit of low production costs, the fashion industry often takes advantage 
of the tolerant environmental regulatory system and lower awareness of environmental 
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sustainability (Shen, 2014). The fashion industry has been recognised as one of the most 
toxic industries. In particular, fast fashion focuses on quantity over quality and plays down 
environmental and ethical risks (Joy & Peña, 2017). The fast fashion industry has been 
found to leave an enormous environmental impact and pollution footprint, with every 
stage of the clothing life cycle producing potential occupational and environmental hazards 
(Bick et al., 2018). For example, one of the highest water- and pesticide-consuming crops is 
conventionally grown cotton. The fast fashion industry also contributes to environmental 
hazards through the discharge of untreated wastewater from dyes and the release of heavy 
metals and other toxicants. Additionally, the conventional fashion industry also has negative 
social impacts. The traditional fashion sector needs faster and low-cost labour to produce 
ready-made garments (RMG) with a shorter product life cycle, leading to an increased 
number of workers working overtime and being paid below minimum wage (Oral, 2019). 

Sustainable fashion consumption 
The fashion industry’s unethical and adverse effects have prompted consumers to be 
more aware of the consequences of their fashion consumption in the last two decades 
(Bick et al., 2018). Although there has been an increase of green awareness and positive 
attitude towards eco-friendly products amongst consumers, many studies have reported 
a discrepancy or “intention-action gap” between their positive attitudes and actual 
purchasing behaviour (Joshi & Rahman, 2015). There is little evidence to show that eco-
friendly products purchasing has increased despite the number of individuals willing to 
purchase eco-friendly products in recent years. Surprisingly, the market share of eco-
friendly products only occupies 1–3% of the total market (Bray et al., 2011).

To some extent, the increasing awareness of “sustainable fashion” supports brands 
that produce apparel ethically and are environmentally conscious; consumers with a positive 
attitude towards sustainable fashion brands are increasing. However, many consumers still 
lack exposure and knowledge about sustainability brands (Hill & Lee, 2012) despite efforts 
by sustainable fashion brands to gain market attention through transparent communication 
on their sustainable practices (Fuentes, 2015). 

Evidence shows that environmental concerns play a minor role in influencing 
consumers’ buying decisions and consumers usually disregard the potential ecological risks 
caused by their purchases (Joshi & Rahman, 2015). Moreover, studies indicate a disconnect 
between consumers’ attitudes toward sustainable practices and their actual consumption 
patterns and behaviours (Cavender & Lee, 2018). Similarly, Rathinamoorthy (2019) found 
that although customers are aware of the clothing production’s environmental issues, they 
still lack the moral attitude to participate in the ethical purchase of sustainable fashion 
products. Arguably, fashion consumers in Malaysia generally lack awareness towards the 
consequences of unsustainable production and consumption of conventional fashion 
products, despite proof of rising environmental and social concerns in recent years. 

Beliefs about sustainable fashion 
Beliefs are descriptive thoughts which individuals hold about other people, things, or events 
(Mir, 2015). Consumer sustainability beliefs refer to consumers’ beliefs on sustainability. 
Consumers are willing to pay more money to buy sustainable items if  they believe that 
they will provide practical value and benefit to the environment (Chen et al., 2018). 
Environmental beliefs have been understood as either value orientations that help one 
adapt to the changes in the background or ethical and moral obligations of individuals’ 
feelings to conduct environmental behaviours. A study found that consumers’ perception, 
senses, and cognition towards the environmental impact of their actions and behaviours, 
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include those pertaining to consumption (Zhong & Chen, 2019). Since beliefs are the basis 
of consumer attitudes towards their consumption preferences, their views towards the 
environment also influence willingness to spend on greenness premium. For instance, in 
the current study’s context, consumers with stronger beliefs in sustainability principles will 
be more likely to have a positive attitude towards sustainable fashion brands. 

The current study intends to improve the understanding of the belief  factors that 
influence attitudes, purchasing intention, and purchase of online sustainable fashion brands 
among millennials. It is essential to study and understand the beliefs that can influence 
sustainable fashion brands’ attitude and purchase intention as the findings would be useful 
in efforts to promote sustainable fashion brands. This study will be guided by the Theory 
of Planned Behaviour.

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK AND HYPOTHESES

Based on the expanded model by Ajzen (1991), the Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB) 
explains that choices to perform different behaviours can be estimated with high accuracy 
from attitudes towards the action, subjective norm, and perceived behavioural control. The 
preferences, perceived behavioural control and subjective norm account for considerable 
variance in actual behaviour. Therefore, in the context of this study, when a person develops 
a positive attitude towards online sustainable fashion, possesses positive and significant 
subjective norm and perceived behavioural control, they will be more likely to have positive 
intentions and more likely to purchase sustainable fashion brands. A conceptual model 
is proposed in Figure 1 to investigate the factors affecting attitude towards sustainable 
fashion brands, purchase intention and purchase behaviour. 

Family Environment 
Beliefs

Celebrity  
Endorsement

Perceived Behavioural 
Control

Customers’  
Endorsement

Peer Pressure

Subjective Norm

Ethical Beliefs of 
Sustainable Fashion 

Brands

Environmental 
Concerns of the 
Fashion Industry

Attitude towards  
Online Sustainable 

Fashion

Purchasing Behaviour  
of Sustainable  

Fashion Brands

Purchasing Intention  
of Sustainable  

Fashion Brands

Figure 1. Conceptual framework on attitude, purchase intention and purchase of online 
sustainable fashion brands (Adapted from Ajzen, 1991)



Online sustainable fashion brands: Millennials’ attitude, purchase intention and behaviour

146

Based on the proposed model, consumers’ purchasing intention of sustainable 
fashion brands depends primarily on the consumers’ attitude towards online sustainable 
fashion. Hasbullah et al. (2016) conducted a study to investigate the relationship of 
attitude, subjective norm, and website usability on Malaysian youth consumer intention 
to purchase online. The findings revealed that youth’s intention to purchase online is 
significantly related to attitude, subjective norm and website usability.

 Ringim & Reni (2018) also conducted a study on the mediating effects of social 
media on cosmetic products’ consumer purchasing behaviour. The results demonstrated a 
strong positive influence on attitude, subjective norm, and perceived behavioural control on 
consumer intention to purchase the products. The remaining variables, personal standards, 
and perceived behavioural rules were adapted from Jalil & Shaharuddin (2019), who studied 
sustainable fashion apparel’s consumer purchase behaviour to reduce clothing waste using 
the TPB model. This study will incorporate consumer’s beliefs, subjective norm, perceived 
behavioural control, attitude, purchasing intentions and behaviour to address the factors 
that contribute to a positive attitude towards sustainable online fashion. The current study 
aims to bring in new findings related to consumers’ belief, attitude towards sustainable 
online fashion, intention to purchase sustainable manner, and the behaviour of ethically 
buying sustainable fashion brands. 

Family environmental beliefs 
Attitudes towards sustainability have been shown to be positively correlated with family 
environmental beliefs (Ritch & Brownlie, 2016). Individuals’ socialisation with cultural 
forms produced through consumption activities starts from a very young age. Children might 
observe brands, products, and retailers which their parents actively engage with (Boulay et 
al., 2014). Young people today, especially millennials, have more exposure to environmental 
issues than the previous generation. However, in terms of habit and behaviour formation, 
the learning process usually occurs from parent to child. Thus, family life is essential. The 
social systems that affect consumption rituals are often generationally bound (Brusdal 
& Frønes, 2013), and linked strongly between parents and children. Educating the child 
about environmental concerns require parents or family members to become role models. 
Hence, parents and family members who have strong beliefs in environmental protection 
and concern for sustainability issues would influence the individual’s attitude towards 
online sustainable fashion brands. Thus, the following hypothesis is proposed:

H1a: There is a significant and positive relationship between family 
environmental beliefs and attitude towards online sustainable fashion. 

Peer pressure 
Peer pressure largely influences youngsters’ daily choices. According to Hall et al. (2017), 
the generation today is primarily influenced by that pressure. The majority of young 
people, especially adolescents, feel they somehow need to fit in society and have a sense 
of belonging with their peer group. Human development is positively impacted by the 
socialisation of people in the environment (Vangie et al., 2019). Peer pressure can influence 
one that by duplicating their friends’ fashion or buying brands that their friends give them, 
they can obtain the pleasures that belong to today’s world. Acquiescing to peer pressure 
may boost their self-confidence level in front of their friends, and they use fashion to keep 
their friendship via “mirroring”. Hence, in the current study, consumers are postulated to 
develop their attitude towards sustainable online fashion through peer pressure. Therefore, 
the following hypothesis is suggested: 
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H1b: There is a significant and positive relationship between peer pressure 
and attitude towards online sustainable fashion. 

Celebrity endorsement 
Previous literature explains celebrity endorsement as the engagement of a celebrity to 
represent specific brands or products (Zakari et al., 2019). Celebrities with the right image 
representing the brand’s image is often chosen as the brand ambassador so that consumers 
can associate the brand with the celebrity whom they are familiar with or adore. In this 
regard, Chan et al. (2021) demonstrated that celebrity endorsement is helpful in building a 
positive brand image. Therefore, it is hypothesised that celebrity endorsement may influence 
the consumers’ attitudes on sustainable online fashion:

H1c: There is a significant and positive relationship between celebrity 
endorsement and attitude towards online sustainable fashion. 

Customers’ endorsement 
Social media allows customers to post feedback and comments on specific products or service 
online (Elwalda & Lü, 2014) which results in digital word-of-mouth (eWOM). eWOM is an 
effective way to promote brands, especially in the digital world, reaching people with only 
one click. Hence the role of customers is essential in spreading brand awareness or product 
reviews. Customers’ endorsement is crucial in influencing the consumers’ attitude towards 
sustainable online fashion. In this study, consumers are expected to develop a positive 
attitude towards sustainable online fashion through customers’ endorsement. Therefore, 
the following hypothesis is suggested: 

H1d: There is a significant and positive relationship between customers’ 
endorsement and attitude towards online sustainable fashion. 

Environmental concerns of the fashion industry
The environmental impact of production is increasing, and clothing has a large ecological 
footprint compared to other products (Pollari, 2016). Consumers today have stronger 
concerns towards global sustainability issues. Since public awareness of the fashion 
industry’s environmental impact is gaining more traction, consumers might prefer 
sustainable and eco-friendly fashion brands. Thus, the following hypothesis is suggested: 

H1e: There is a significant and positive relationship between environmental 
concerns of the fashion industry and attitude towards online sustainable 
fashion. 

Ethical beliefs of sustainable fashion brands 
Pollari (2016) explained that ethical issues are diverse and are likely to trigger ethical 
concerns regarding a company’s production, supply chain, and labour when the consumers 
are considering purchasing a brand. In this study, consumers are expected to prefer ethical 
fashion brands. Hence, the following hypothesis is suggested: 

H1f: There is a significant and positive relationship between ethical beliefs of 
sustainable fashion brands and attitude towards online sustainable fashion. 
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Subjective norm 
Ajzen (1991) explained that subjective norm is the perceived social factors influencing a 
particular behaviour. Subjective criteria can be defined as personal motivation to accept 
and obey the expectations of other significant individuals such as peers and superiors 
(Ringim & Reni, 2018). The subjective norm informs individuals on the appropriateness 
of their action under consideration and is perceived as a social demand for executing a 
particular action such as the purchase of a sustainable fashion brand. In line with this, the 
following hypothesis is suggested: 

H2: There is a significant and positive relationship between subjective norm 
and attitude towards online sustainable fashion. 

Perceived behavioural control 
According to Ajzen (1991), perceived behavioural control is a function of control beliefs 
that can directly impact intention. The greater the perceived behavioural control, the more 
likely it will lead to stronger preferences for desirable behaviours. This concept refers to 
people who believe they can act on the targeted behaviour which is purchasing online 
sustainable fashion brands because they have enough capabilities and opportunities 
(Periyayya et al., 2016). The perceived behavioural control might have a direct predictive 
impact on the behaviour via two mechanisms: either holding intention constant — the 
individual with higher perceived behavioural control is expected to strive harder and 
persevere longer than someone who has lower perceived control; or the individual may 
develop accurate perceptions of the actual power over the behaviour. Thus, the following 
hypotheses are suggested: 

H3: There is a significant and positive relationship between perceived 
behavioural control and attitude towards online sustainable fashion. 

H4: There is a significant and positive relationship between perceived 
behavioural control and purchase intention of sustainable fashion brands. 

H5: There is a significant and positive relationship between perceived 
behavioural control and purchasing behaviour of sustainable fashion brands. 

Attitude & purchasing intentions 
Attitude is a mental state which impacts an individual’s responses and induces intention 
to execute a specific behaviour. Ringim & Reni (2018) found that consumers’ attitude can 
have a significant positive impact on purchasing behaviour and purchasing decisions. The 
intention is determined by three factors, the attitude toward the action, which are influenced 
by beliefs to engage in the activity, subjective norm, and perceived behavioural control. The 
likelihood of developing behavioural intention is due to performing a specific behaviour 
when a person is fulfilling the variables by developing attitude, a pleasant social norm, 
and a high perceived behavioural control (Ajzen, 1991). In this context, a positive attitude 
towards sustainable fashion brand is expected to lead to positive intent to purchase. Hence, 
the following hypothesis is formulated: 

H6: There is a significant and positive relationship between attitude towards 
online sustainable fashion and purchasing intention of sustainable fashion 
brands.



Special Issue: ICEMC 2021

149

Purchasing behaviours 
Previous research has addressed the behavioural response facilitated by intention (Jalil & 
Shaharuddin, 2019). Ajzen (1991) explained that behavioural response and decision to 
purchase certain products can be stimulated by explicit good purchasing intention. Hence, 
it is hypothesised that consumers will develop actual behaviour when they have developed 
intention to buy: 

H7: There is a significant and positive relationship between purchasing 
intention of sustainable fashion brands and purchasing behaviour of 
sustainable fashion brands.

METHODOLOGY

The study employed the quantitative method, with the help of a survey questionnaire to 
collect data on all variables. The survey questionnaire was distributed via online platforms 
which allowed the participants to fill up the questionnaire at their convenience. The 
questionnaire was distributed through various social media channels and text messaging 
groups that are popular with millennials. The population of the study consisted of 
millennials who are familiar with online sustainable fashion brands. The study employed 
the convenience sampling method to select respondents.

The survey link (https://forms.gle/okkJTxVVDN3rfPq37) was distributed to two 
Facebook groups and four WhatsApp groups in the initial stage. The participants were 
allowed to share the link with their friends. The method allowed the researchers to gain a 
wide reach of relevant participants. The data was collected within the span of two weeks, 
from 15–29 December 2020. The data collection resulted in 229 usable responses. 

Participants were asked to rate statements related to the variables based on a 
5-point Likert scale. The variables included the consumers’ sustainability beliefs (family 
environmental beliefs, peer pressure, celebrity endorsement, customers’ endorsement, 
environmental concerns of the fashion industry, ethical beliefs of sustainable fashion 
brands), subjective norm, perceived behavioural control, attitude, purchasing intention 
and purchasing behaviour. 

FINDINGS 

Multiple regression was employed to analyse the data and test the hypotheses. Three models were 
developed in testing the hypotheses. The first model explains the multiple regression analysis 
between consumer sustainability beliefs, subjective norm, perceived behavioural control and 
attitude towards online sustainable fashion (Table 1), the second for the relationship between 
perceived behavioural control, attitude towards online sustainable fashion and purchasing 
intention of sustainable fashion brands (Table 2) and the third for the relationship between 
perceived behavioural control, purchasing intention towards sustainable fashion brands and 
purchasing behaviour of sustainable fashion brands (Table 3). 

The findings indicate that attitude towards online sustainable fashion brands is 
significantly predicted by family environmental beliefs, celebrity endorsement, ethical 
beliefs of sustainable fashion brands and perceived behavioural control, but not by peer 
pressure, environmental concerns of the fashion industry and subjective norm (See Table 
1). Hence, H1a, H1c, H1d, H1f and H3 are supported. The variance in attitude is explained 
by 70.2% of the predictors.
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Table 1. Multiple regression analysis between consumer sustainability beliefs, subjective 
norm, perceived behavioural control and attitude towards online sustainable fashion

Independent variable (IV) 
n=229

Dependent variable (DV)
Attitude towards online sustainable fashion

β t p

Family environmental beliefs .123 2.529 .012

Peer pressure -.020 -.476 .634

Celebrity endorsement .097 2.588 .010

Customers’ endorsement .268 5.258 .000

Environmental concerns of the 
fashion industry

.026 .482 .630

Ethical beliefs of sustainable 
fashion brands

.243 4.329 .000

Subjective norm .075 1.447 .149

Perceived behavioural control .176 4.044 .000

R² .712

Adjusted R² .702

F 68.132

Sig. .000

Next, the analyses demonstrate that the purchasing intention of sustainable fashion 
brands is significantly predicted by both perceived behavioural control and attitude 
towards online sustainable fashion (See Table 2). Hence, H4 and H6 are supported. Both 
perceived behavioural control and attitude explain 59.7% variance in purchasing intention 
of sustainable fashion brands. 

Table 2. Perceived behavioural control, attitude towards online sustainable fashion and 
purchasing intention of sustainable fashion brands

Independent variable (IV) 
n=229

Dependent variable (DV)
Purchasing intention of sustainable fashion brands

β t p

Perceived behavioural control .312 5.789 .000

Attitude towards online 
sustainable fashion

.594 10.153 .000

R² .600

Adjusted R² .597

F 169.793

Sig. .000

  
Finally, the findings show that purchasing intention of sustainable fashion brands 

and perceived behavioural control significantly predict purchase behaviour of sustainable 
fashion brands (See Table 3). Hence H5 and H7 are supported. Purchasing intention of 
sustainable fashion brands and perceived behavioural control explain 36% of the variance 
in purchase behaviour of sustainable fashion brands.
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Table 3. Perceived behavioural control, purchasing intention towards sustainable fashion 
brands and purchasing behaviour of sustainable fashion brands

Independent variable (IV) 
n=229

Dependent variable (DV)
Purchasing behaviour of sustainable fashion brands 

β t p

Perceived behavioural control .348 4.984 .000

Purchasing intention of 
sustainable fashion brands

.320 4.615 .000

R² .366

Adjusted R² .360

F 65.213

Sig. .000

  

DISCUSSION 

The damage to the environment and unethical practices of conventional fashion has 
catalysed public concern. Hence, popular fashion brands have been actively involved 
in promoting sustainable, recycle, and reuse concepts to consumers on various online 
channels. The study’s objective is to determine the factors influencing millennials’ attitude 
towards online sustainable fashion and whether they affect their purchasing intention 
and purchasing behaviour of sustainable fashion brands. This study is motivated by the 
observation that despite the various efforts by the brands, consumers’ consumption of 
sustainable fashion brands remains low.

This study demonstrates that family environmental beliefs, peer pressure, celebrity 
endorsement, customers’ endorsement, environmental concerns of the fashion industry, 
ethical beliefs of sustainable fashion brands, subjective norm, perceived behavioural 
control do influence the attitude towards online sustainable fashion brand. In turn, the 
relationships between attitude, purchasing intention, and sustainable fashion brands’ 
behaviour were also tested.

Previous studies have found that consumer beliefs and subjective norm influence 
both attitude and perceived behavioural control (Chen at al., 2018; Cuomo et al., 2019; 
Elwalda & Lü, 2014; Pollari, 2016; Nam et al., 2017; Jalil & Shaharuddin 2019; Ghazali et 
al., 2019; Sharma et al., 2013). In this study, customers’ endorsement emerged as the most 
significant predictor of attitude as well as consumers’ ethical beliefs about sustainable 
fashion brands for perceived behavioural control. The findings reveal that respondents’ 
attitude towards online sustainable fashion was formed based on their thoughts on 
customer’s role on online platforms, such as online customer reviews, eWOM, feedback 
about the features, and quality of the sustainable fashion brands. This finding could 
be attributed to respondents firmly believing in customer reviews and ratings on online 
channels and that they are essential and trustable indicators when considering purchasing 
online sustainable fashion brands. Hence, consumers are easily influenced when positive 
feedback is displayed for online sustainable fashion brands. A previous study mentioned 
that eWOM and the right group of online customers will shape customer’s positive attitude 
towards service or products (Elwalda & Lü, 2014). In this case, customers’ endorsement of 
online sustainable fashion can lead to a positive attitude for sustainable fashion.

In addition, ethical beliefs on sustainable fashion brands also have a significant 
and robust relationship with sustainable online fashion. Like customer endorsement, 
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the findings indicate that ethical consideration for sustainable fashion brands can attract 
consumers’ attention and ultimately, influence them to develop a positive attitude towards 
sustainable online fashion.

Perceived behavioural control which is part of the original TPB model was found 
to have a significant and positive relationship with attitude towards sustainable online 
purchasing. The findings show that consumers tend to develop strong feelings towards 
sustainable online brands when purchasing sustainable fashion products that is easy and 
fast. Therefore, easy payment method, user-friendly website interfaces and convenience of 
online stores can help to develop a positive attitude amongst customers towards sustainable 
online fashion. 

The analysis also demonstrates that family environmental beliefs and celebrity 
endorsement have significant and positive relationships with attitude towards online 
sustainable fashion brands. Hence, family environmental beliefs can considerably grow 
consumers’ feelings towards sustainable online fashion. The findings are in support of 
Ritch and Brownlie (2016), Boulay et al. (2014), Brusdal and Frønes (2013) as well as 
Grønhøj (2014) who found that children usually inherit practices from a very young age 
and typically learn from parents. Hence, family environmental beliefs play an important 
role in influencing their child to develop a positive attitude towards sustainable fashion 
which is aligned with their family sustainability beliefs.

The findings also indicate that celebrity endorsement significantly influences 
consumers’ attitude towards online sustainable fashion. Celebrities’ engagement of online 
sustainable fashion brands are advantageous to the identity and image of the brand and 
influence customers to develop the same emotions that they have towards the celebrity with 
online sustainable fashion brands. 

However, there are three variables that showed no significant relationship, namely 
peer pressure, environmental concerns of the fashion industry, and the subjective norm. 
These results are inconsistent with previous research (Hall et al., 2017; Vangie et al., 2019). 
This implies that although our target group is young and can be easily influenced by 
their peers, peer pressure is not an essential determinant in driving their attitude towards 
sustainable online fashion. Next, the fashion industry’s environmental concerns was 
also insignificant in influencing attitude towards online sustainable fashion. The finding 
suggests that millennials’ concerns about environmental issues in the fashion industry 
might not necessarily compel them into developing a positive attitude and feelings to 
purchase sustainable fashion brands. This result explains why millennials today, despite 
experiencing high exposure to environmental issues, are still lagging in their consumption 
of sustainable fashion brands. This finding contradicts with Pollari’s (2016) findings that 
found a significant relationship between environmental issues and their attitude towards 
ethical buying in fashion. 

The original TPB component, subjective norm, also did not demonstrate a significant 
relationship with attitude towards sustainable online fashion. The findings indicate that the 
norm of others significant to the consumer does not affect their attitude towards sustainable 
online fashion. Next, the overall results show that perceived behavioural control has a 
significant effect in promoting attitude, purchasing intention, and purchasing behaviour 
of sustainable fashion brands. The results are aligned with the findings of Aitken et al. 
(2020) who found that the fewer barriers that an individual perceives and the more control 
the individual believes to have over the barriers, the more likely that he or she will have 
intention to purchase. 

Based on the results, it is evident that attitude can significantly and positively 
predict the purchasing intention of sustainable fashion brands. Hence, when someone who 
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has a positive perspective of sustainable fashion brands is seen online, they will eventually 
develop a positive attitude and intention to purchase. The findings concur with Nam et 
al.’s (2017) results which found that a positive attitude is created towards purchasing green 
sportswear, which in turn results in the consideration and purchase intention for sustainable 
sportswear. Finally, the purchasing intention towards sustainable online fashion was found 
to have a significant and positive relationship with actual purchasing behaviour.

CONCLUSION

The study has provided some revealing insights on millennials’ attitude and behaviour 
towards online sustainable fashion brands. In particular, it has demonstrated that news 
and discussions about environmental concerns are not necessarily influential towards 
millennials’ attitude and behaviour towards sustainable fashion brands. Despite public 
awareness of sustainability issues, purchase of sustainable fashion brands remains low 
as the public is often not interested or simply ignores them. Nevertheless, the results 
indicate that family beliefs, ethical concerns, celebrity endorsements and other customers’ 
endorsement play an important role in influencing millennials’ attitude in Malaysia. 
Future research should address the gaps in ethical concerns and investigate which type 
of customers’ feedback or testimonials can trigger a positive sustainable online brands’ 
attitude. Future research could also identify which effective online media channels to be 
studied for better insights.

Open Access: This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 
License (CC-BY 4.0) which permits any use, distribution and reproduction in any medium, provided 
the original author(s) and the source are credited.
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ABSTRACT

Vibrant small and medium enterprises (SMEs) are a vital ingredient for a healthy economy in Malaysia 
because of their positive effects on the country’s socio-economic development. It allows the flow of 
products and services to a more significant part of the population within the lower and middle parts 
of the economic pyramid. Thus, SMEs must undertake business strategies and measures to alleviate 
the rising cost of doing business, such as introducing new products and services, and employing new 
marketing strategies to increase their sales. This study aims to analyse the social media marketing 
strategies used by the SMEs of the halal food industry following the rising cost of doing business, 
including the higher cost of raw materials, branding, and marketing communication. The research 
findings suggest that social media networks are an essential element in the marketing strategy. 
Social media plays a significant role in enhancing brand positioning and differentiation. The study 
also demonstrates that the new digital marketing trends not only cover the basic needs of marketing, 
creating, and generating sales for a business, but also help in developing new opportunities for SMEs 
in the halal food industry to develop and thrive.

Keywords: Social media marketing, small and medium enterprises, halal food, brand
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INTRODUCTION

In this digital age, businesses need to employ effective marketing strategies to expand their 
business. As for small businesses, they too are concerned about the type of marketing 
strategies they invest their money in. In this respect, social media marketing is one of the 
most versatile and cost-effective strategies that can be used to reach the target audience 
and boost sales over time. According to Algharabat et al. (2020), social media establishes 
a meaningful relationship between customers and small and medium enterprises (SMEs) 
which improves their self-expressive brands, enhances consumer engagement and builds 
co-creative experiences.

One of the difficult questions most SMEs need to contend with is how to improve 
their marketing strategy to achieve their goals. Apart from that, according to both the 
SME Annual Report 2017/2018 and the SME Brand Survey 2017, the rising cost of doing 
business has been the main issue SMEs struggle with. Those most affected are from the 
manufacturing and construction sectors as well as small-sized firms. Multiple reasons are 
cited for the rising cost, including the higher cost of raw materials, branding, and marketing 
efforts. Thus, SMEs must undertake measures to alleviate the rising costs of doing business 
such as introducing new products and services as well as employing new marketing strategies 
to increase their sales. From the annual report of SME Corporation Malaysia, The SME 
Survey, the cost of doing business for SMEs is 75% of its overall budget. This presents 
itself  as the biggest obstacle to business growth, particularly microenterprises and SMEs 
in the services and construction sectors. 

This study aims to investigate the types of social media marketing strategies adopted 
by the SMEs of the halal food industry, specifically in Melaka, Malaysia. It also delves into 
the challenges faced by SMEs in Melaka in elevating their competence with regard to halal 
food marketing. As we are currently living in an era where social media has proliferated 
every aspect of business, this research is significant because of the SMEs’ contribution to 
the Malaysian GDP.

Many questions regarding social media marketing, for example, the extent as well 
as the type of social media used, the choice and its effectiveness remain unanswered. 
Information regarding to what extent are food industry entrepreneurs concerned over this 
issue is also not available. Hence, this study will determine the type of social media used 
by SMEs of the halal food industry, explore the challenges they face in marketing their 
products; and finally, examine the effectiveness of their social media marketing. 

There have been numerous studies on the development of SMEs. However, there is 
a dearth of empirical investigations on social media marketing employed by SMEs of the 
halal food industry in Melaka, Malaysia. Only managers were chosen as the respondents 
of the study as they are the decision makers of their SMEs. Given that the halal industry 
market is expanding rapidly in Melaka, the study will focus only on this state.

The findings of the research are both beneficial to owners of SMEs and the  
social media marketing literature in general. This study will further strengthen the need 
for SMEs in Malaysia to invest in social media platforms and other digital marketing tools 
and to employ them effectively to stay competitive for long-term growth and survival. 
The owners of the SMEs could also gain knowledge and inspiration from the findings 
of this study with regard to the use and challenges of social media as an advertising and 
marketing tool. 
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Research questions
Q1.  What types of social media marketing tools are utilised by the marketing managers of 

the halal food industry?
Q2. What are the challenges of social media marketing in the halal food industry?
Q3. How effective is marketing through social media?

LITERATURE REVIEW

Small and medium enterprises (SMEs) in Malaysia
SMEs contribute significantly to a nation’s economy and is considered a vital component 
of developing countries such as Malaysia (Wong et al., 2013). SMEs have been proven 
to have a positive impact on a country’s socio-economic development, bringing many 
advantages, including entrepreneurial dynamism, internal flexibility, and responsiveness to 
changing circumstances (Zhu et al., 2012). Malaysia is no exception, as SMEs have become 
one of Malaysia’s strongest and most important contributors to its economy.

Challenges faced by SMEs
The growth of social media as well as information technology has been a boon for SMEs. 
With the help of social media, some industries have had the chance to produce ground-
breaking business models and to expand their customer base through social media. 
Nevertheless, the rise of social media has also generated several difficult challenges for 
marketing managers such as identifying the right platform(s), understanding the target 
market, coping with increased advertising cost and defining marketing goals. 

Social media & marketing strategy
Social media is possibly one of the fastest growing media in history. According to Amoah 
et al. (2021), social media currently facilitates the communication between SMEs and their 
customers and offers various advantages that accentuates it as the preferred advertising tool 
for promotion activities. A study by Khairulnissa et al. (2021) found that microblogging 
platforms like Facebook and Twitter can disseminate short messages, photos/images, and 
video clips directly to potential uses and customers worldwide. According to Wardati and 
Er (2019), with the help of social media, SMEs can carry out their advertising activities in an 
efficient manner. For example, Facebook terminated free organic reach of company posts 
and updates through computer and mobile newsfeeds to promote and reach existing and 
prospective consumers (Loten et al., 2014). According to Masrura (2020), the emergence 
of social media has helped marketers transcend conventional ways of reaching a wider 
group of audience via images, videos and updates.

On the other hand, the increased use of digital marketing and social media has 
positively influenced consumer attitude towards online shopping with increased market 
share for e-commerce centric businesses (Dwivedi et al., 2021). However, the use of social 
media to enforce halal requirement among food SMEs in Malaysia remains relatively 
unexamined. Many questions regarding the extent and type of social media platforms used 
as well as their effectiveness remain unanswered. 

In their work, Ahamat et al. (2018) found that brand image can give a huge impact 
to the marketer and the consumer. Thus, the solution for small businesses is social media. 
The right marketing strategy also plays an essential role in the success of small businesses. 
Marketing practices have traditionally centered on the marketing mix model (product, 
price, promotion, and place). There are, however, rapid or disruptive changes taking place 
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in the domains of marketing and marketing communications, brought about by the impact 
of information technology (Cox, 2012). 

Halal food industry in Malaysia
In Malaysia, the food industry plays a vital role in the overall national economic 
development as they contribute significantly to income distribution and employment 
generation. The recent development and growth of halal foods amongst Muslim consumers 
has led to the establishment of various organisations and agencies whose missions include 
promoting halal food, creating halal awareness amongst Muslim consumers, as well as 
providing solutions to meeting halal requirements such as audits and regulation of food 
manufacturing processes and ingredients. 

METHODOLOGY

To answer the research questions, the researcher conducted semi-structured interviews 
with six marketing managers to obtain their views, experiences, and beliefs regarding the 
topic under study. The interviews were conducted through telephone conversations due to 
Malaysia’s Movement Control Order to stem the COVID-19 pandemic.

The interview questions were derived from literature review and were adapted to 
the context of the halal food industry in Malaysia. The interview questions were organised 
according to the different themes identified. The interview protocol covered the procedure 
of the interviews including the pre-interview script, the post-interview script, prompts to 
collect informed consent, and prompts to remind the interviewer of the information of 
interest. 

Probes were used to elicit more in-depth and rich responses or to provide directions 
regarding the desired level of response from the participants.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

In this study, six marketing managers were selected as representatives of SMEs. The six 
participants are represented as Participant 1, 2, 3 and so on, as shown in Table 1 to ensure 
the confidentiality of their identity. 

Table 1. Summary of participants

No. Participant Pseudonym
1 Participant 1 P1

2 Participant 2 P2

3 Participant 3 P3

4 Participant 4 P4

5 Participant 5 P5

6 Participant 6 P6

Types of social media marketing
Research question 1 addresses the type of social media marketing utilised by the marketing 
managers of the halal food industry. The following excerpts represent the opinions of the 
participants about the types of social media marketing SMEs use:
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“For time being, we use Facebook as the platform for online marketing since 
we feel that Facebook is more user friendly than other platforms.” (P1)

“Basically we focus on online marketing such as using Facebook and Instagram. 
As we all know, the online marketing has become one of the best platforms to 
market our product and services. We started the operation since 2015 and at 
that time, our target market was youngsters since our restaurant is so called 
“hipster” style. That is why, we choose to promote via Instagram as Instagram 
is more interesting and attractive to youngsters.” (P2)

“ I have appointed an Administrator to handle the marketing. We run FB 
ads and we have a specific budget for that. Normally RM500-RM1,000 per 
month. I can see the positive impact since day one we started the FB Ads. For 
Instagram, it’s a platform just to share the info and build our brand, but we also 
get sales from there.” (P3)

“We are using Facebook to promote our brand and company. We are a 
manufacturing company that focuses on the production. We have a main 
distributor to distribute our product. But of course, we have to market our 
products as well. We cannot leave it to the distributor only.” (P4)

“We choose Facebook from the beginning, starting with creating an official 
page.” (P5)

“For online, we have Facebook, Instagram, and YouTube Channel. We also 
have an account in Twitter and a BlogSpot to update more details about our 
company and products. Besides that, we also open our “shop” in Lazada and 
Shopee.” (P6)

The participants highlighted their choice of social media platforms to market their 
products and were aware of the importance of online marketing. Most of the participants 
had at least one social media account to connect with customers. In the early 2000s, the 
Internet started becoming popular for business marketing. Social networking sites like 
Instagram, Shopee, Facebook, Twitter, and LinkedIn are widely used by Malaysians as 
these platforms help them connect with friends, family, and brands. 

The social media is also a great source for consumer research as the data can help 
businesses understand and serve their customers better. Based on the responses given by 
the participants, Facebook is the top choice of social media platforms. P1, P3, P4 and 
P5 mentioned Facebook as their choice of social media marketing. All these participants 
mentioned that Facebook is important to reach their clients and that they utilise Facebook 
advertisements (FB ads) to advertise their products.

According to P3, the company allocated a specific amount to pay for an administrator 
who handles online marketing on Facebook. This suggests that halal food SMEs in Melaka 
do not mind spending money on advertisements because they are confident of the returns. 

While Facebook was stated as the top choice, P6 also highlighted other choices for 
social media marketing. Besides Facebook, P6’s company also marketed products through 
Lazada and Shopee by opening an online shop to reach more customers. This move has 
helped the business to accelerate its sales. 

Shopee and Lazada are well known for electronic commerce or e-commerce in 
Malaysia. Through e-commerce, marketers can market their products and customers 
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can look for products that they want. This form of business involves online transactions  
with no barriers of time or distance. These platforms are accessible 24 hours a day;  
therefore, businesses can advertise their products around the clock. This finding is in line 
with Kabat-Zinne (2016) who highlighted that current and potential consumers became 
accessible to marketers 24/7 because of technological advancements. In another instance, 
the researcher asked the same participant why he chose all online platforms instead of only 
one social media network.

“We know that every channel has its own market. Every channel has different 
segments of marketing. By using various online platforms, it may help us reach 
more people to promote our product and build our brand nationwide. People 
nowadays prefer online shopping for various factors so, we decided to use all of 
them.” (P6)

The participants utilised all types of social media platforms for marketing because 
of the preferences among customers. It is essential for business owners to fulfil the need of 
the customers as well as to boost the sales of the company. Most customers nowadays prefer 
online shopping. Hence it is a wise decision for the company to vary the advertisements 
of their products to reach more customers. Likewise, the participants also chose different 
platforms for different types of consumers. P2 said they used both Instagram and Facebook 
to market their products. This is because, according to him, Instagram is popular amongst 
youngsters while Facebook is preferred by the older generations. The excerpt below explains 
this.

“ Since we are expanding, we decided to attract families to come and dine in 
TSK. So, we added another platform, Facebook. Facebook like we know, it’s 
a platform for “anyone” not only for youngsters and Facebook has their own 
followers. So, we try to use Facebook as a marketing platform and learn about 
FB Ads.”  (P2)

This specific case highlights how knowledge about consumer preferences can have a 
significant impact on the overall business. It is significant to understand customer preferences 
whether in selling products or offering services. This is because customers determine the 
success of a business. For P4, when asked about his choice, he chose Facebook over blogs 
because from his experience, he found out that Facebook has more users and from all over 
the world. His response is given below.

“Previously, this company used a blog to update info and has now moved to 
Facebook which for me, is a good move since Facebook is more widely used 
and have many features for business. We do not focus on making sales via 
Facebook, we focus more on brand awareness.” (P4)

The above response demonstrates that the participant used social media to advertise 
his products and his choice of social media depends on the target consumers. At the same 
time, the participant not only used Facebook to sell his products but also create awareness 
or promote products. This means that social media marketing has a significant influence on 
the public perception of a product. This proves that advertising through social media can 
affect the brand awareness of a company’s products (Chaffey & Chadwick, 2016). 
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Challenges of social media marketing
With regard to challenges faced in marketing products through social media networks, the 
analysed interview data was compiled into more appropriate sub-themes. Table 2 highlights 
the themes and sub-themes of social media marketing challenges faced by SMEs in the 
halal food industry in Melaka. 

Table 2. Challenges of social media marketing

Themes Sub-themes
Internal Lack of skills

Lack of knowledge

External Financial (budget)
Trends

The main social media marketing challenges faced as highlighted by the participants 
are lack of skills, lack of knowledge, financial (budget) and trends. The source of these 
challenges are either external or internal. Below are some of the interview excerpts 
describing the challenges listed.

“One of the challenges is to keep up with trends. People like to see creative 
contents be it photos or video.” (P1)

“Well, we need to always catch up with trends. We have to be creative and unique 
in doing online marketing. Besides Facebook, IG and Blogger Review, we also 
started to join apps such as E-Bazar etc. In order to stay relevant in the market, 
we need to prepare ourselves with current and latest technology.”      (P2)

From the responses, one of external challenges SMEs face is keeping up with the 
latest trends. Merely posting good content is not enough. In today’s age, the best marketing 
strategy involves keeping abreast with the latest trends or fads, to be “seen” in order to 
remain competitive. 

Consumers often buy a product that is popular or receives a lot of good reviews. This 
makes it quite challenging for the company or marketer to garner considerable good reviews 
or popularity for their products. Their marketing or promotion activities have to trendier 
and up-to-date to attract the interests of online users. If a product or service fails to gain the 
interests of the consumer, the product remains unknown, and sales will not take place.

Another challenge faced by SMEs is the lack of knowledge and lack of skills. The 
SMEs must spend more money to hire a skilled person or team if  the company does not 
the right person or a dedicated staff  for social media marketing. This places a financial 
constraint on the business. If  there is no budget for social media marketer, then someone 
from the company will have to learn the ropes of social media marketing to carry out this 
function, despite not being a part of the original job description.

“I feel that using social media marketing is time-consuming, starting from 
content planning, photo/video shoot, editing before we can put it up. Another 
challenge is, since [my] company does not have a dedicated employee for social 
media marketing, I need to learn about Facebook to improve my skills.”  (P1)

”One of the challenges is that we lack skills and knowledge. We need to catch 
up fast and understand the online marketing game. Another challenge is budget 
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since in order to reach global customers, we need to invest in Facebook and 
Instagram ads.” (P5)

For instance, an SME that produces dodol, a traditional food, must ensure that they 
can compete in the market to succeed. Thus, it used social media marketing to market its 
products. However, not everyone in the company is knowledgeable enough to manage social 
media ads. Thus, the company faces problems marketing their products online. In addition, 
according to the marketing manager, to reach consumers on a bigger scale, they need to 
invest money in Facebook and Instagram ads, which requires additional budget. Thus, the 
obstacles faced by the company are not only lack of skills and knowledge, but also budget. 

“One of the challenging parts of social media marketing is budget constraint. 
Another challenge is that online marketing is time-consuming, starting from 
planning, preparing the materials for the shoot, editing, and getting new, fresh 
ideas. We also need to catch up with technology changes and keep learning 
about social media marketing.” (P6)

“Well, everything has pro and cons. As for social media marketing, the most 
challenging part is when we are getting negative feedbacks or reviews… because 
everyone is free to write anything on our site.” (P2)

“We have to follow the trends. Nowadays, people like to buy things online. It’s 
easy, fast, and reliable. So, we are dedicated to joining the crowd. It’s a good 
decision for the company since we got a lot of new customers from Facebook 
and Instagram. We also received bulk orders for events and that’s a very good 
impact for our business.” (P5)
 
From the excerpts above, the participants mentioned their challenges included 

budget constraints. They also find social media marketing as time-consuming as they need 
to prepare materials for the shoot, editing, and getting new and fresh ideas. Both P5 and 
P6 also mentioned about the keeping up with latest trends, technology changes and social 
media marketing. For them, this is a big challenge because not everyone is equipped to 
manage social media marketing. Furthermore, this also adds to the marketing budget. 

The effectiveness of social media marketing
Most of the participants agreed on the positive impact that social media marketing brings 
to their companies. As pointed out by Wei Jing (2015), the more the same concept occurs 
in a text, the more likely it can be considered a theme. All potential themes were reviewed 
and defined. Finally, the researcher grouped the themes related to effectiveness of social 
media marketing into three categories, as shown in Figure 2. 

 

Effectiveness Increases Sales

Brand Awareness

Promotion

Figure 2. Effectiveness of social media marketing
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The three themes identified for effectiveness of social media marketing are as 
follows:
i. Increases sales
ii. Promotion
iii. Brand awareness

“In my opinion, online marketing is one of the best mediums to promote 
products and build a brand. Usually, we update info about our company, our 
brand, besides promoting our products for potential customers. Basically, they 
will call us directly to know more about our products and make a negotiation 
before closing deal. So, we make sure our contact number always appears on 
every posting on Facebook.” (P1)

“We know our target customer, we know our market, and we know social media 
is one of the best marketing tools. As we started to use Instagram, we explored 
the nature of Instagram, we updated the information, added nice photos and 
captions. We also made a video to attract our target customers. Since then, we 
got many followers, and we realise that our strategy is successful. We know we 
chose the right social media platform, and our sales has increased. Well, like 
I said, in business, sales and profit is the key. So, when we try both Instagram 
and Facebook, we found that it works very well, and we got more customers 
coming in and our sales keep increasing. We received a lot of young and family 
customers as well. So that’s our measurement of success.” (P2)

“So we believe FB ads is one of the best platforms for our product and it can 
increase our sales. We do get return customers and new customers as well. It 
shows how that our target setting in FB ads meet the audience.”  (P3)

“Yes. I believe it’s good for the company… for brand awareness.” (P4)

“Yes, definitely. We found our social media marketing give positive impact on 
our business, both in sales and branding as well.” (P5)

Most of the participants agreed on the effectiveness of using social media marketing 
to market their products. Marketing in social media helped their companies increase their 
sales. To ensure that their companies can reach customers, the marketing managers posted 
updates about their products as frequently as possible. Then they receive feedback from 
the customers. Apart from that, the participants also mentioned choosing FB ads over 
other social media marketing platforms because of the feedback they received from the 
customers. Further, their companies also secured new customers as well as return customers 
from FB ads. 

Brand awareness is another benefit obtained from using social media marketing. 
Through brand awareness, the SMEs of the halal food industry made themselves accessible 
to customers. They built their brand, and customers learned more about them. As for 
P2, the medium he chose to market his company’s products was Instagram, as well as 
Facebook. Usually, the viewers of Instagram are youngsters while Facebook is for all 
ages. Thus, through both mediums, they managed to capture the interest of all age group 
customers to sell their products. Using social media networks is also beneficial in getting 
feedback for their business or products. Based on the feedback received, companies can 
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improve their products or processes. One of the responses regarding customer feedback is 
shared here:

“Very good. We always receive positive feedback. The potential customer also 
ask questions before buying our products. So, we need to give fast response to 
all inquiries because customers like fast response.” (P2)

The positive remarks shared by P2 proves that social media marketing can have a 
positive impact on business. Interestingly, she also agreed that positive feedback is essential 
to improve business and get new customers. She also observed an increase in sales after 
improvements based on the customer feedback received.

“Well, everything has pro and cons. As for social media marketing, the most 
challenging part is when we get a negative feedback or review. Because everyone 
is free to write anything on our site. However, overall, we managed to get 
positive comments. When we got a negative one, we take it as a challenge and 
focus on the solution. We respond to the comment by accepting our weaknesses 
and try to improve or upgrade our quality of service. Since we also engage with 
bloggers to review our food and service, we need to be prepared for their honest 
reviews.” (P2)

Likewise, P2 also treats the comments received as chances to improve the business. 
According to this participant, the negative responses received can help fix any weaknesses. 
In another instance, some participants also requested that the government provide them 
with training on how to conduct online social media marketing since they are not skilled 
in this field.

“I wish our government agencies that oversee SMEs will pay attention in 
providing hands-on training or workshop for SMEs to enhance our skills and 
knowledge in social media marketing. “ (P3)

“We plan to join a proper workshop on social media marketing and learn 
about the technical aspects of making an effective ad. We also plan to have a 
dedicated marketing team to look into strategic marketing plan and strategy.” 
 (P5)

From the above responses, the participants agreed with the effectiveness of using 
social media marketing to sell their products. They believed that FB ads can help them 
reach their sales goals. As pointed out by Dehghani & Tumer (2015), Facebook publicity 
can influence the brand image and value by offering more noteworthy intuitiveness and 
personalisation.

CONCLUSION

Social media enables SMEs to interact directly with customers. Most SMEs chose various 
social media platforms to market their products or services. Facebook remains the top 
choice of many businesses due to the reasons discussed earlier. Nevertheless, the choices 
made by SMEs also depend on the consumer’s preference and the preferences of consumers 
also vary based on social group and age. 
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Among the key challenges faced by SMEs in social media marketing are budget 
constraints, lack of skills, lack of knowledge, and the need to keep up with trends. All these 
challenges are interrelated to each other. To overcome these issues, some suggestions made 
include training on social media marketing by related government agencies. In this way, 
their existing staff  can handle social media marketing without the need to hire new staff  or 
external parties, which will involve more costs.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENT

The authors would like to express their gratitude to Abu Dhabi University, UAE, the 
Centre for Technopreneurship Development (C-TED), the Centre for Research and 
Innovation Management (CRIM), and the Faculty of Technology Management and 
Technopreneurship at Universiti Teknikal Malaysia Melaka (UTeM) for supporting this 
publication.

Open Access: This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 
License (CC-BY 4.0) which permits any use, distribution and reproduction in any medium, provided 
the original author(s) and the source are credited.

References

Ahamat, A. Shahkat, Ali, M. S. & Zahari, N. A. N. (2018). The effects of brand image in purchasing 
of online marketing among university students. International Journal of Enterprise Network 
Management, 9(3/4), 390–406.

Ahmed Tanha, M. (2020). Exploring the credibility and self-presentation on Insta micro-celebrities 
in influencing the purchasing decisions of Bangladeshi users. SEARCH Journal of Media and 
Communication Research, 12(2), 1–20. 

Algharabat, R. (2020). Investigating the antecedents of customer brand engagement and consumer-
based brand equity in social media. Journal of Retailing and Consumer Services, 53, 101767.

Amoah, J., Jibril, A. B. & Akram, U. (2021). Social media as a promotional tool towards SME’s 
development: Evidence from the financial industry in a developing economy. Cogent Business & 
Management, 8(1). doi: 10.1080/23311975.2021.1923357

Carlsson Hauff, J. (2014) Trust and risk-taking: A study of consumer behaviour within a Swedish 
pension investment setting (Unpublished doctorate thesis). University of Gothenburg, Sweden.

Chaffey, D., & Chadwick, E. F. (2016). Digital marketing (6th ed.). Pearson.
Cox, M. (2012). Power shifts, economic change and the decline of the West?” International Relations, 

26(4), 369–388.
Creswell, J. W. (2003) Research design: Qualitative, quantitative and mixed methods approaches. Sage. 
Dehghani, M., & Tumer, M. (2015). A research on effectiveness of Facebook advertising on 

enhancing purchase intention of consumers. Computers in Human Behavior, 49, 597–600.  
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2015.03.051

Dwivedi, Y. K., Ismagilova, E., Hughes, D. L., Carlson, J., Filieri, R., Jacobson, J., Jain, V., 
Karjaluoto, H., Kefi, H., Krishen, A. S., Kumar, V., Rahman, M. M., Raman, R., Rauschnabel, 
P. A., Rowley, J., Salo, J., Tran, G. A., & Wang, Y. (2021). Setting the future of digital and social 
media marketing research: Perspectives and research propositions. International Journal of 
Information Management, 59. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijinfomgt.2020.102168.

Khairulnissa, A. K., Krisnan, L., Krishnan Kaundan, M., &  Abdul Aziz, A. (2021). Emerging 
themes in Facebook and Twitter before Movement Control Order (MCO) in Malaysia. SEARCH 
Journal of Media and Communication Research, 13(1), 47–60.

Loten, L., Janofsky, A., & Albergotti, R. (2014, Nov 27). New Facebook rules to sting entrepreneurs. 
The Wall Street Journal. https://www.wsj.com/articles/new-facebook-rules-will-sting-
entrepreneurs-1417133694



Exploring social media marketing strategies in small and medium enterprises (SMEs) of the halal food industry

168

Wardati, N. K., & Er, M. (2019). The impact of social media usage on the sales process in small and 
medium enterprises (SMEs): A systematic literature review. Procedia Computer Science, 161, 
976–983. 

Wei Jing. (2015). Theme and thematic progression in English writing teaching. Journal of Education 
and Practice, 6(21), 178–187.

Wong, K-L., Kuek, T-Y., & Ong, S-F. (2013). Strategic planning and business performance: A study 
of SMEs. In Proceedings of 3rd Asia-Pacific Business Research Conference.

Zhu, Q., Sarkis, J., & Lai, K. H. (2012). Examining the effects of green supply chain management 
practices and their mediations on performance improvements. International Journal of Production 
Research, 50(5), 1377–1394. doi: 10.1080/00207543.2011.571937

Muhamad Sham Shahkat Ali (Dr) 
was an associate professor at Abu Dhabi University, UAE, from February 2012 to 

December 2021. Currently, he is working as an associate professor at the Asia Pacific 
University of Technology and Innovation (APU), Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia. His research 

interest includes advertising, branding, and corporate communication.

Amiruddin Ahamat (Dr) 
is an associate professor at Universiti Teknikal Malaysia Melaka. Dr. Ahamat received 
his doctorate from the University of Sheffield, UK. He has been an active academic, 

earning him the Chartered Association of Management & Business Educator (ChAMB) 
designation from the Chartered Association of Business Schools (CABS),UK. 

Rosmawati binti Yas 
is an administrative and diplomatic officer. She received her B.IT (Hons) in Data 

Communications from Multimedia University (MMU) in 2004 and Master of Business 
Administration (Technology and Innovation Management) from Universiti Teknologi 

Malaysia Melaka (UTeM) in 2021. 



* Corresponding author

SEARCH Journal of Media and Communication Research
Online ISSN: 2672-7080

© SEARCH Journal 2021
Special Issue: ICEMC 2021, 169–181

https://fslmjournals.taylors.edu.my/search/

Driving digital inclusivity through 
CSR: An organisational analysis of 
CSR development in the Sarawak 

Digital Economy environment

*Dayang Aizza Maisha Abang Ahmad
Universiti Malaysia Sarawak, Malaysia

aadamaisha@unimas.my 

Jamilah Ahmad
Universiti Sains Malaysia, Malaysia

Suriati Saad
Universiti Sains Malaysia, Malaysia

ABSTRACT

As the impact of the digital economy grows larger and more vital, the Sarawak government has taken 
the important step of implementing the Sarawak Digital Economy (SDE) Strategy through multipronged 
strategic actions. Among the most prominent is facilitating and promoting digital inclusivity. The idea of 
’Digital Inclusivity’ in the scope of SDE is centred around the state government’s objective to enhance 
the competency and readiness of all communities for the digital economy through the development of 
digital skills and competencies, as well as promoting inclusive digital participation. The involvement 
of local organisations in the execution of SDE has drawn the attention of this research to analyse 
the role of CSR in driving digital inclusivity especially among the communities in rural Sarawak. 
Based on this objective, a case study design was applied to obtain a deeper understanding on how 
CSR is developed and implemented in the organisation being investigated. The analysis is based on 
the data triangulation of interviews with the organisation’s key CSR players and official documents. 
This article contributes to the existing literature by supplying new insights on Carroll’s (1991) four-
part components to defining CSR and the weightings based on the perceived importance by the 
organisation being investigated. The findings also shed light on the contextual considerations that the 
organisation takes into account in its CSR development; parallel to its effort in accommodating the 
needs and requirements shaped by the SDE environment.

Keywords: Corporate social responsibility (CSR) in Malaysia, corporate social responsibility 
(CSR) in Sarawak, Sarawak Digital Economy (SDE), digital inclusivity, digital economy, CSR 
sensemaking, organisational sensemaking
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INTRODUCTION

As the impact of the digital economy grows larger and more vital, the Sarawak State 
Government (SSG) has taken the important step of implementing the Sarawak Digital 
Economy (SDE) Strategy 2018–2022 (State Service Modernisation Unit, 2017). The 
digitalisation of Sarawak’s economy is expected to pave way for the state to achieve high-
income status by 2030 (Department of Statistics Malaysia, 2018). In moving towards this 
vision, the state government has taken multipronged approaches and proactive measures 
in preparing Sarawak and its people through various digital initiatives. These efforts were 
formalised by introducing SDE. Launched in 2017, the SDE blueprint outlines 47 strategic 
actions, encompassing 29 action plans and 18 strategic enablers; the 47th strategic action 
being “Digital Inclusivity” (State Service Modernisation Unit, 2017). 

The incorporation of government-linked companies (GLCs) in the SDE governance 
strongly positions the important collaborative role of GLCs in the implementation of SDE. 
As Sarawak’s main service providers, GLCs play a significant role in the state’s economy. 
The critical functions of GLCs can also be seen through its corporate social responsibility 
(CSR) initiatives that have consistently contributed to the state’s socio-economic progress. 
Particularly, by assessing societal concerns and investing in areas that can impact Sarawak’s 
sustainable development through suitable approaches including CSR. Understanding the 
position of GLCs and their functions in SDE is key to establishing the context of this 
current CSR analysis.

This research aims to analyse the role of CSR in driving digital inclusivity, especially 
among the rural communities in Sarawak. The single-case design used in this study seeks 
to analyse the organisational sensemaking process of CSR. The focus of this study is 
Sarawak Information Systems Sdn. Bhd., or also referred to as SAINS, with an emphasis 
on the organisation’s long-standing CSR initiative, the Rural ICT Guided Home-based 
Technopreneur (RiGHT) programme. SAINS’ direct involvement and specific role in the 
implementation of SDE, as well as its prominent profile in the local CSR scene justifies and 
reinforces the need to select SAINS as the organisation under study. The significant link 
between the vital role of SAINS as a local GLC, and the emerging importance of CSR in 
Sarawak development raises the critical need to analyse the meaning-making process of 
the organisation’s CSR, particularly in response to the state’s new economic environment 
—Sarawak Digital Economy.

Driving digital inclusivity in the SDE environment: The role of GLCs and 
CSR 
Sarawak is the largest state in Malaysia with an estimated population of 2.77 million 
(Department of Statistics Malaysia, 2018). Despite its economic potential, Sarawak still 
faces connectivity issues, particularly the infrastructure and linkages in most remote 
areas are still limited to land-based and water-based transportation, even today (Sarawak 
Government, 2018). Hence, the ongoing priority to bridging the digital divide between 
the urban and rural populace, through multipronged approaches. The most recent and 
significant initiative is the implementation of the Sarawak Digital Economy (SDE) strategy 
which envisions a pathway for the local communities to capitalise and optimise economic 
opportunities that the digital sphere can offer (State Service Modernisation Unit, 2017). 

Sarawak’s roadmap to its digital economy is grounded on the state’s aims of 
reducing the socio-economic gap, developing more business and employment opportunities 
through its key economic sectors and enablers, as well as strategic actions (State Service 
Modernisation Unit, 2017; Ahmad et al., 2020). A shift in Sarawak’s trend of economic 
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growth is critical to strengthen the state’s development strategies and to further accelerate 
its economic growth by overcoming the challenges of the global economy (Bong, 2020). 
This is done by raising Sarawak’s economic growth to 6%, as well as turning Sarawak 
into a high-income status and developed state by 2030. Concrete measures towards this 
end goal can be seen in the strategic actions outlined in the SDE roadmap including the 
specific approaches to achieving digital inclusivity throughout Sarawak (State Service 
Modernisation Unit, 2017). 

Another firm step taken by the state government to ensure the strategies of SDE 
are efficiently developed, implemented, and monitored is through the incorporation of 
Sarawak Multimedia Authority (SMA), Sarawak Digital Economy Corporation (SDEC) 
and Sarawak’s GLCs in the SDE governance. It is also important to note that the function of 
GLCs has taken effect right from the preliminary execution of SDE through the launching 
of the Sarawak Pay initiative (Ling, 2017). The assigned responsibility in developing the 
operating system for Sarawak Pay to a GLC (Sarawak Information Systems Sdn. Bhd., 
or also referred to as SAINS) established the close and direct involvement of GLCs in the 
entire implementation process of SDE. Sarawak Pay incorporates SDE’s strategic action 
on digital inclusivity through the provision of digital payment (Markus, 2018). 

The idea of digital inclusivity in the scope of SDE is centred around the state 
government’s objective to enhance the competency and readiness of all communities for 
the digital economy through the development of digital skills and competencies, as well 
as in promoting inclusive digital participation (State Service Modernisation Unit, 2017). 
This is to be accomplished through specific mechanisms that would assist in bridging the 
digital divide between the urban and rural areas of Sarawak. One of the key approaches 
highlighted by state government is the widespread training and awareness programmes on 
the use of ICT for education, business, and entrepreneurship. In moving towards the vision 
of digital inclusivity, the state government has taken the important step of initiating close 
partnerships and strategic collaborations with industry experts, educational institutes, and 
other local organisations, especially GLCs. 

CSR activities are inclined to have a double impact — extrinsic (seen as improving 
profits) and intrinsic (seen as genuine concern for local issues) (Periyayya et.al., 2016). 
This makes CSR as one of the best approaches to establishing an organisation’s internal 
and external relationships. However, Ahmad and Saad (2013) contended that there is still 
a lack of understanding of the concept and importance of CSR among certain groups of 
communities in Malaysia. Most organisations incorporate CSR as a means of promotion, 
to establish a certain reputation, or simply to be part of a trend. Recognising the significant 
role of CSR, certain companies consider CSR as more of discrete practices or involvement, 
occasional gestures, and even as initiatives motivated or driven by marketing, public 
relations, and business benefits (Amran et al., 2013). 

The critical role of CSR in facilitating long-term and sustainable development, job 
mobility, as well as the creation and development of human capital in Malaysia has stirred 
a lot of research interests on the many scopes and aspects of CSR inquiries. Yin et al. 
(2012) highlighted that the evaluation of organisational internal effort is key to any public 
relations practices. This research regards that this effort includes responding effectively to 
any changes emerging from a new phenomenon faced by the organisation (implementation 
of SDE initiative). Understanding the meaning-making process of the organisation’s CSR 
would be a proactive measure to ensuring that the CSR model or CSR effort developed 
and implemented by the organisation is not limited to only participating in social and 
economic regeneration initiatives; but also, complying with the needs of the Triple Bottom 
Line requirements (Elkington, 2013). 
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Thus, the role of government agencies like GLCs as one of the important stakeholder 
groups in the implementation of governmental guidelines and policies (Fernandez et 
al., 2016) further emphasises the need for analysing the CSR effort of the organisation 
under study. Working alongside the assigned authorities (SMA and SDEC) indicates 
firmly the critical function of GLCs in the execution of SDE’s key economic sectors 
(agriculture; manufacturing industry 4.0; tourism; smart city; digital health; e-commerce; 
digital government; and social) (State Service Modernisation Unit, 2017). The practical 
implications of SDE on local organisations, particularly GLCs, has prompted this research’s 
attention to analyse the process of CSR development in SAINS. 

Since its formation in 1992, SAINS functions to assist the state government in the 
implementation and deployment of ICT related projects throughout Sarawak (Palan & 
Putit, 2010). The organisation has played a vital role in developing ICT infrastructure and 
providing ICT solutions for the government and the local populace. Meanwhile, SAINS’ 
CSR effort through the RiGHT programme has been focused towards developing and 
implementing an ICT training programme that aims to bridge the digital divide between 
the rural and urban populace in Sarawak. Through a sustainable approach of CSR, the 
RiGHT programme is expected to focus its resources on grooming and educating the local 
community to be ICT literate. The RiGHT initiative has generated a good deal of attention 
and has been receiving very strong support from various organisations with interests in 
rural community development and related social agenda. This article supplies insights on 
the outcome of SAINS’ perspective and specific meaning of CSR, particularly in its course 
of driving digital inclusivity in Sarawak. 

Theoretical background: Organisational meaning-making process of 
CSR development 
The move by the state government in integrating GLCs in the SDE governance certainly 
intensifies the need for an organisational meaning-making process of CSR. The interpretation 
is done by determining the content of the phenomenon or situation faced, through 
subjective, meaning-making or what Weick (1995) refers to as the sensemaking process. The 
organisational sensemaking necessitates a collective interpretation of CSR by having the 
individuals share meanings through the process of social interaction. The varied meanings 
created by these individuals towards the same event is a result of their sensemaking processes, 
each of which is influenced by what Weick (1995) identified as the seven interrelated properties 
of sensemaking, in addition to the ongoing nature of sensemaking: 1) grounded in identity 
construction; 2) retrospective; 3) enactive of sensible environments; 4) social; 5) ongoing;  
6) based on cues; 7) driven by plausibility rather than accuracy. 

The organisation’s approach to CSR development for this current analysis is 
presented based upon Carroll’s (1991) view of CSR. It is imperative, for the purpose of 
this study, that the conceptualisation of CSR is developed upon a definitional construct 
that is highly relevant, widely used, and frequently reviewed and discussed (Nulawadin, 
2012; Calabrese et al., 2013; Abdul Hamid et al., 2014; Beh & Rajaratnam, 2017; Igwe 
et al., 2018). Carroll’s dynamic and adaptable Four-Part CSR Pyramid (1991; 2016) is 
regarded suitable to serve as the basis for structuring and delineating CSR for the scope of 
the intended analysis in this current study. 

Carroll’s Four-Part CSR Pyramid (1991) was established on the understanding that 
business organisations are set up to supply goods and services to members of society, solely 
for profit. The financial motive is regarded as the main incentive for entrepreneurship; thus, 
making business organisations the basic economic entity in society. Based on this view, “the 
economic responsibility was placed as the base of the pyramid because it is a foundational 
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requirement in business; just as the footings of a building must be strong to support 
society’s other expectations of enterprises” (Carroll, 2016, p.4). Similar to the “economic” 
component, the other three parts, namely “legal”, “ethical”, and “discretionary” that 
make up the pyramid were derived from Carroll’s initial work in 1979. In 1991, the four-
part definitional construct of CSR was developed in a pyramid form, to provide a more 
illustrative description of each component and how it interlinks with each other.

However, in analysing organisational CSR development in the context of SDE, 
this research positions Carroll’s pyramid as a construct that is built upon the four distinct 
categories of responsibilities that organisations need to comply with and fulfil, either 
gradually or simultaneously. Tilt’s (2016) work on the importance of context in CSR 
found that the economic development of a state or country is significant in determining 
the development of CSR practices among local organisations. As such, the degree of 
importance of each category may differ depending on the organisations’ respective CSR 
priorities and the context in which the organisation operates. 

RESEARCH METHOD 

The single-case research design was regarded most suitable in analysing the relevance and/
or applicability of Carroll’s (1991) Four-Part CSR Pyramid in capturing and describing 
the CSR scenario in Sarawak; using Weick’s (1995) properties to analyse the meaning-
making process (Yin, 2003). The intricate nature of the organisation’s sensemaking process 
of CSR necessitated the use of a few data collection methods — in-depth interviews, focus 
groups, and document analysis. This approach was necessary to allow the researcher to 
contrast and compare the data collected across methods (Bhinekawati, 2016).

The first phase was in-depth interviews with SAINS’ two key individuals in the 
development and implementation of the CSR programme: 1) CSR Coordinator; 2) Project 
Manager. The data obtained from the in-depth interviews was critical in identifying the 
primary CSR programme examined for the organisational sensemaking in this analysis. 
The RiGHT programme was identified by the informants as SAINS’ most prominent and 
long-standing CSR programme to date since its establishment in 2006. 

Following the in-depth interviews, focus group sessions were conducted with the key 
persons of the RiGHT programme. They were divided into two groups of four informants 
each (RiGHT Management and RiGHT Operations) based on their respective roles and 
functions in the development and implementation of RiGHT. Each informant possessed a 
minimum of two years’ experience in the programme. Essentially, the engagement among 
the informants is central to analysing the “socially constructed interactional experiences” 
(Denzin, 1989, as cited in Liamputtong, 2011). As such, the informants’ respective 
experiences and roles in RiGHT, the CSR programme, is critical, particularly in enabling 
this research to accomplish a dynamic discussion process that facilitates the organisational 
CSR sensemaking process required. 

The reports of the organisation were a key source which was treated significantly 
for corroboration of evidence (Yin, 2009) and to validate the information supplied by the 
informants. The documents were assessed for completeness, in terms of comprehensiveness 
in covering the topic broadly or only some aspects of the topics (CSR; SDE; CSR in SDE). 
In this process, the 34 selected documents examined included organisational reports:  
1) Jendela iT with 14 documents, and 2) information released on SAINS’ official website 
with 20 documents. Due to the context-specific nature of this study, the research primarily 
examined documents that were produced by the sources of the information, that is, the 
organisation under study. 
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The results presented in this article are among the key findings obtained from the 
in-depth interviews, focus group sessions and document analysis. Thematic analysis was 
conducted to make sense of the collective or shared meanings of the Organisational CSR in 
the SDE environment. The development of thematic coding for analysis and interpretation 
of data began with conceptualising Sensemaking (Weick, 1995) and Corporate Social 
Responsibility (CSR) (Carroll, 1991); each of which was then operationalised into codes 
that can be applied to particular text or passages from interview transcripts and documents 
(Stryker, 1996). 

RESULTS

The results reveal that each sensemaking property is significant in facilitating the 
organisational sensemaking process of SAINS’ CSR in the context of SDE. The findings 
reaffirm that the seven sensemaking properties were interdependent (Weick, 1995) but  
varied in their role and influence on how the organisation makes sense of its CSR in 
SDE. Some properties even influenced the sensemaking process simultaneously. This is 
evident between “Grounded in Identity”, ”Retrospective”, and “Social” in the informants’ 
interpretation process of SAINS’ CSR. Meanwhile, “Enactive on Sensible Environment”, 
“Based on Cues”, and “Driven by Plausibility than Accuracy” were reflected in the 
informants’ interpretation process of SAINS’ CSR in SDE. The informants’ internal 
search process (in-depth interview and focus group) to interpreting CSR, as well as 
findings from the document analysis reveal that CSR development and implementation is 
organisation-specific and/or programme-specific. The next section elucidates how SAINS 
contributes to driving digital inclusivity among the youth in rural Sarawak through its 
RiGHT programme. 

Driving digital inclusivity among youth in the rural community through the 
RiGHT programme
The CSR programme of SAINS is regarded as a “voluntary” initiative that is driven by 
the organisation’s desire to give back to the local community. This is done by assisting the 
Sarawak government in its effort to bridge the digital divide and socio-economic status gap 
between the rural and urban communities. The CSR programme started by SAINS in 2006 
was part of the organisation’s effort in responding to the calls of Sarawak state leaders for 
local organisations to play a more active and bigger corporate citizen role in helping to 
bridge the divide. The development and implementation of SAINS’ CSR programmes and 
activities are centred within the organisation’s specific CSR goals, priorities, directions; 
each of which are determined based on the discretion of the organisation. 

The RiGHT programme is SAINS’ longest running CSR programme. The 
programme has trained over 100 participants throughout the state. The objective of the 
programme is to bring technology and modernity to the rural sector and bridge the digital 
divide between the rural and urban areas. Based on this focus, the RiGHT programme 
plays a critical role and function in SAINS’ CSR aim to identify and tap into talents in the 
rural areas, particularly in the field of ICT and technopreneurship. 

The continuous development of RiGHT is driven by the organisation’s 
understanding and civic consciousness on the importance of skill and knowledge sharing 
of their expertise in IT, particularly in producing more community technopreneurs. The 
term “community technopreneur” and/or “technopreneur” and/or “technopreneurship” 
in the context of the current finding refers to RiGHT candidates who run ICT businesses 
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such as providing Internet access, IT training, computer repairs, scanning and printing 
services. This description of “community technopreneur” or “technopreneur” by SAINS 
was used in explaining the deliverables of the RiGHT programme. Figure 1 illustrates 
SAINS’ CSR effort in driving digital inclusivity among the rural community of Sarawak. 
Details provided in Figure 1 are further elaborated in the subsequent sections.

The technopreneurs are expected to create new means of generating income for 
the rural communities by optimising the use of ICT. The new ICT knowledge and skills 
acquired by participants through RiGHT are expected to be transferrable to their respective 
community members in the rural areas through sharing of experience and creation of new 
jobs so that the community can benefit as well. Hence, this will assist in improving the 
economic status and well-being of the rural community that is considered underprivileged 
and “lagging behind” in terms of their accessibility to ICT, be it knowledge or usage, or 
both. Being underprivileged consequently limits or hinders these communities from being 
able to learn and explore the usage and potential of ICT. 

However, since its 1st batch of participants (in 2006) to its 14th batch (in 2019), the 
RiGHT programme has yet to receive participants from the remote areas of Sarawak. This 
is primarily because, in fulfilment of the RiGHT programme objectives and succession 
plan, the community and locality of the participants must be equipped with at least basic 
infrastructure and internet access. 
 

 

RiGHT Programme

Supplying 6 months of ICT Training 
and Technopreneurship Courses to 

Programmes participants

Guiding participants in their process 
of exploring business opportunities 
with their repective localities and 

communities

Providing Sponsorhip and Mentorship 
to facilitate participants’ involvement 

in ICT and techopreneurship 
activities within their respective 

localities and communities

Assisting participants in creating 
new means of income and job 

opportunities within their respective 
localities and communities

RiGHT Programme Enhancement

Conducting periodic improvement 
of RiGHT Programme content 

and activities based on feedback 
and insights from participants, 
stakeholders and Programme 

Partners

Intiating more stakeholder 
engagements and strategic Project 

Partnership

Collaborating with Project Partners 
in creating innovative approaches 
to introducting and encouraging 

programme participants’ involvement 
in relevant SDE economic sectors

RiGHT Programme Enhancement

Familiarising participants with the 
advanced technologies highlighted 

in SDE (i.e Artificial Intelligence, 
Internet of Things)

Updating participants on the latest 
trends of SDE, mainly in Agriculture 
(i.e smart farming) and Tourism (i.e 

e-commerce)

Incorporating ICT and digital 
technology components used in 
Agriculture and Tourism in the 

training programme content and 
activities (e.g smart farming; 

Sarawak Pay)

Helping to create new means of 
income for participants by expanding 

the scope and potential market 
of their agriculture and tourism 

activities; in line with the SDE aims 
and intended outcomes

Driving Digital Inclusivity through CSR

Figure 1. Role of SAINS’ CSR in driving digital inclusivity among rural communities

Nurturing ICT talents and creating community technopreneurs through well-
designed ICT trainings and technopreneurship courses
The RiGHT programme has contributed to rural youth development and empowerment 
through well-designed ICT trainings and technopreneurship courses. Through its 6-month 
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courses, RiGHT has nurtured and mentored many talents by providing them with suitable 
exposure and platforms to learn and capitalise on the ICT knowledge and skills gained. 
Participants are encouraged to set up RiGHT ICT Service Centres in their respective 
communities and hometowns to provide services such as training, repairs, and e-commerce 
services to promote rural cottage industries and eco-tourism. In supporting this cause, 
SAINS sponsors the essential ICT equipment for such centres. 

The graduates’ understanding of the know-how and ability to apply their knowledge 
on specific aspects of IT and ICT, like e-commerce solutions has proven beneficial in 
equipping them in their ventures to becoming their communities’ very own technopreneurs. 
This is to ensure that the participants bring back and share with their communities the 
knowledge and skills they have acquired, as well as help to alleviate the socio-economic 
condition of their respective communities. Herein, participants are encouraged to 
continue exploring and utilising their fullest potential, especially in commercialising 
their community’s products and services. This will serve to enhance the monetisation of 
Sarawak’s rural human and natural resources. 

As technopreneurs in the making, these participants are encouraged to produce 
business proposals which highlight business ideas that can benefit them and their respective 
communities, both socially and economically. This includes identifying potential local 
attractions that can be explored for business opportunities. The participants are also 
provided a platform to present and pitch their business ideas to SAINS, and even other 
prospective stakeholders. Successful proposals will then be considered for sponsorship 
from SAINS.

To encourage the involvement of RiGHT participants and alumni in e-commerce, the 
CSR Coordinator of SAINS highlighted the potential attractions that the participants can 
explore and turn into business opportunities. Among the potential attractions mentioned 
by the informants are homestays, handicrafts, ’kek lapis’ and other unique local delicacies. 
By facilitating and promoting the use of ICT and e-commerce for the commercialisation 
of rural community products, the RiGHT programme helps to create a wider market and 
help spur the growth of cottage industries in rural areas. 

To draw more interest and provide a clearer understanding of e-commerce as a 
business system among the rural community, RiGHT participants are supplied with hands-
on training in online marketing and sales of their respective products. The incorporation 
of hands-on training and direct experience as part of the RiGHT programme in the past 
few years strongly indicates the retrospective activity that took effect in the team’s process 
to determine the type of programme improvement that would benefit the participants most 
in enhancing knowledge, skills and exposure to ICT and digital technologies. 

Enhancing stakeholder engagement and initiating programme partnership to 
introduce and encourage participation in SDE key economic sectors
Stakeholder engagement and collaborations in the RiGHT programme is deemed 
necessary, especially in allowing the programme to adapt and accommodate to the specific 
needs determined by the SDE environment. Apart from focusing on IT business, RiGHT 
participants are encouraged to explore new business opportunities, especially involving 
agricultural activities and other natural resources found in their respective rural areas. The 
RiGHT programme highlights the importance of identifying suitable means to further 
commercialise existing assets and economic sectors.

Given the knowledge and skills gained from the RiGHT training, especially on 
e-commerce and digital marketing, the participants are expected to familiarise themselves 
with emerging technologies (Artificial Intelligence, Internet of Things) found in the sphere 
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of the digital economy. The use of ICT was also made more relevant to the RiGHT 
participants for their information-seeking activity. Information-seeking activity with the 
use of ICT is mainly to promote the idea and importance of being constantly updated with 
the latest trends in SDE’s key areas of the economy, especially in agriculture and tourism. 

Parallel to RiGHT’s core objective in contributing towards the socio-economic 
growth of rural communities, the informants shared the same emphasis of establishing 
and maintaining strategic stakeholder relationships, especially with the Ministry of 
Modernization of Agriculture, Native Land and Regional Development (MANRED). The 
informants identified MANRED as one of the key partners of RiGHT. The programme’s 
vision to create new means of income for the rural community by expanding the scope 
and potential market of its agricultural activities is consistent with the goal of MANRED  
that aspires to increase investments by attracting and facilitating foreign direct investment 
in the agriculture sector and rural economy (www.manred.gov.my). 

Following their partnership, the involvement of MANRED in RiGHT includes 
taking part in the interview process for programme candidates and submission of progress 
reports as a normal procedure in the implementation of RiGHT. The collaboration with 
MANRED has allowed the programme to have access to specific expertise and resources; 
all of which are vital in the programme’s effort to help boost the rural community’s 
agricultural sector and other activities of the rural economy. A new concept and approach 
in agriculture such as “smart farming” was incorporated in the recently reviewed and 
improved programme content. With the support from MANRED, the programme is 
expected to supply its participants with better training content and design that integrates 
the components of ICT and digital technology in agriculture. 

The SDE environment has certainly enhanced the opportunity of facilitating and 
promoting the use of ICT and digital technologies among the rural community. It has 
further reinforced the importance of the RiGHT programme and its contribution in 
creating more community technopreneurs and drawing more involvement in e-commerce, 
especially among the rural youth. The plausibility of making SAINS’ CSR more relevant 
and significant in the context of SDE is assuring with the improvement of digital 
infrastructure in the rural and remote areas of Sarawak. Enhanced digital infrastructure 
would also help solve the challenges that the RiGHT team experience in their monitoring 
process of the RiGHT alumni. The informants also pointed out that the development of 
enhanced and sufficient digital platforms for the people of Sarawak will help facilitate and 
hasten the process of digitisation, communication, and specifically, business transactions. 
Considering the size and geographical landscape of Sarawak, the improvements made in 
rural digital infrastructure is deemed a critical factor to allow the expansion and evolvement 
of RiGHT in the near future, alongside the progressive implementation of SDE. 

SAINS’ organisational CSR development in the Sarawak Digital 
Economy environment
The CSR pyramid presented in this section is a graphical depiction of the organisation-
specific and/or programme specific interpretation of CSR and the weightings of each CSR 
components assigned by SAINS in its CSR development and implementation. As such, the 
definition of each CSR component is unique to the environment where the organisation 
operates. This includes the contextual considerations that the organisation needs to take 
into account, parallel to its effort in accommodating the needs and requirements shaped 
by the SDE environment, particularly in driving digital inclusivity. 

Figure 2 describes the varying properties and high degree of importance placed 
by local organisations on “philanthropic responsibility”, followed by economic, legal, 
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and ethical. The priority placed on philanthropic responsibility is interpreted based on 
SAINS’ voluntary efforts in contributing towards improving the socio-economic status 
of Sarawak’s rural community by facilitating and promoting digital inclusivity, with the 
use of its organisation’s core competencies and expertise. Given the different context of 
application to Carroll’s CSR Pyramid, the findings on SAINS’ interpretation of CSR 
contributes new insights on the conceptualisation of the four-part components to defining 
CSR and the weightings based on the perceived importance attached by the organisation. 

 

 

SAINS’ Organisational 
CSR Pyramid

Ethical Responsibilities
•  Empower community and provide 

equal opportunity through ICT 
literacy and digital inclusivity Legal Responsibilities

•  Comply to programme partners’ / 
stakeholder request and requirements

•  Ensure continuous stakeholder 
collaboration and partnership to provide 
greater advantage and value creation to 
programme beneficiaries

Philanthropic Responsibilities
• Voluntary Initiative
•  Give back to the local 

community with the available 
expertise and resources on ICT 
and digital technologies

•  Development and 
Implementation of programme 
is at the discretion of the 
organisation

Economic Responsibilities
•  Adopt bold strategies to meet 

challenges shaped by the 
economic environment;

•  Bridge digital divide between rural 
and urban populace;

•  Improve socio-economic 
condition and well-being of rural 
communities with the use of ICT 
and digital technologies

Ethical
Responsibilities

Legal
Responsibilities

Economic
Responsibilities

Philanthropic
Responsibilities

Figure 2. SAINS’ organisational CSR development in the Sarawak Digital Economy 
environment

CONCLUSION

The organisational analysis of CSR development in the SDE environment and findings 
presented in this article highlight the role of Sarawak’s GLCs in contributing towards 
the successful implementation of SDE and its strategic actions. Through its adaptive and 
context-related approach to CSR development and implementation, SAINS’ RiGHT 
programme has greatly contributed to driving digital inclusivity by enhancing the 
competency and readiness among rural youth for the digital economy. An adaptive and 
context-related approach has grown to be vital and more prominent in the current CSR 
practices (Jamali & Karam, 2018). In other words, the specific meaning-making process of 
CSR is what makes every CSR strategy of an organisation to be distinctly different from 
another. 

The ICT and technopreneurship training and hands-on exposure supplied through 
the programme are relevant and vital, especially in equipping the rural youth with digital 
skills and competencies, while promoting inclusive digital participation. Through its 
stakeholder collaboration and partnership, SAINS’ RiGHT programme has taken the 
proactive step of introducing SDE key economic sectors that are deemed relevant to its 
participants: agriculture and tourism. By incorporating SDE elements into RiGHT’s 
training programme content and activities, this measure of improvement is necessary and 
significant to ensuring inclusivity of rural communities in the SDE environment. In this 



Special Issue: ICEMC 2021

179

respect, this research views the adaptive and context-related measures applied by SAINS’ 
RiGHT as adding a sustainable value in empowering the rural youth of Sarawak. On 
that note, this research considers SAINS’ RiGHT programme as one of the local CSR 
efforts to be reckoned with, particularly for its contribution in realising Sarawak’s goals 
and vision to bridge the digital divide and socio-economic status gap between the rural and 
urban populace in the state. 
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ABSTRACT

This research aims to identify the role of public relations in crisis management and the best ways of 
dealing with crises through social media platforms in the airline industry. Further, this study tries to 
shed light on ways to manage crises as failure to do so, may render companies incapable of competing 
with the other carriers in the market. The study was based on a case study method which compares 
two of the world’s largest airline companies: British Airways and United Airlines. Data was selected 
from the official Twitter accounts of the two companies during the crisis in 2017. The significance 
of the research is identifying the most important strategies that can be used by airline companies 
when crises occur. The findings provide substantial evidence in support of the significance of public 
relations in crisis management and the efficiency of social media platforms as a tool for implementing 
public relations strategies. 

Keywords: Public relations, communications, crises management, airlines
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INTRODUCTION

Organisations are currently experiencing rapid changes as a result of technology 
advancements (Stephens et al., 2020). Organisation management is constantly reviewing its 
strategies as a factor that can influence stakeholders in an organisation. This is specifically 
so for crises, which can impact all sectors with no exceptions. In this regard, it is difficult for 
a crisis to be avoided whether it is intentional or unintentional. Unfortunately, the public 
can be a very harsh judge; depending on the situation, a company’s image can be damaged 
based on negative word-of-mouth (Williams & Buttle, 2014). In such circumstances, 
companies must utilise public relations effectively to avoid or handle any emerging crisis. 

Public relations entails the relationship between an organisation and the public; 
it is the image of the organisation perceived by the people. Crisis management and crisis 
communication function to ensure that one understands what needs to be done in a 
particular challenging situation. Knowing the proper channels of communication and 
which information to be released or withheld while controlling a given situation allows 
organisations to handle whichever crisis that may have befallen them (Eriksson, 2012). Pre- 
and post-crisis stages are aimed at ensuring that the company suffers no further damage 
until it returns to operate in the normal setting (Mat Tazin & Kaur, 2017). The manner 
a firm handles itself  right from the start until the end of a specific crisis determines the 
direction to be taken. Consequently, the process not only requires a good plan, but a good 
implementation team as well. Therefore, by observing the different scenarios advocated 
in various theories, it is well established that crisis management does exist, and the public 
relations department of an organisation is the key element in determining the outcome of 
a crisis. 

Amongst the many industries, the airline industry experiences constant turbulent 
times; specifically plane incidents can capture the global attention of government agencies, 
the public, the industry and as well as the media. A single event can cause devastating 
fatality numbers. Such accidents are traumatising for family members of the dead as well 
as for survivors and their family members; even members of the public who are not directly 
affected are left with a tragic impact (Grundy & Moxon, 2013). In such events, airlines can 
suffer major reputational damage that may ultimately undermine their competitiveness 
in the market. In fact, amidst rising global fuel prices that make even some of the best 
airlines seem inefficient, the future of the industry appears unclear. Rigid environmental 
regulations and a weakening economy mean that airlines are indeed facing turbulent times 
(Fynn, 2016). The industry must find ways to manage such issues. Failure to do so may 
render companies unable to compete with the other carriers in the market. Therefore, this 
research aims to identify the role of public relations in crises management and the best 
ways of dealing with crises in the airlines industry. The study moots the following question: 
What are the effective crisis management strategies used in social media by public relations 
professionals to handle airline crises?

LITERATURE REVIEW

Crisis management
The term “crisis” has been defined differently by different scholars. In their article, Brown 
and White (2011) explained crisis as the perception of an unpredictable event which 
threatens significantly the expectations of stakeholders, could have a severe impact on the 
performance of a company and bring about negative outcomes. A crisis could significantly 
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impact a company’s competitive advantage, return on investment, fiscal performance, 
and potentially, result in bankruptcy (Fynn, 2016; Kim & Jin, 2016). There are three 
classifications of crises: intentional events such as terrorist attacks, product tampering, and 
workplace violence; industrial accidents such as product defects, explosions, and spills; and 
natural disasters like wildfires, earthquakes, and tsunamis (Kim, 2016; Bundy et al., 2017).   

Crisis management consists of actions like prevention, preparation, response 
communication, as well as revision (Telang & Deshpande, 2016; Tworzydlo, 2016). Crisis 
management is used in controlling a crisis, minimising the damage inflicted by the crisis, and 
protecting the company, its stakeholders, and the industry from harm (Irlbeck et al., 2013). 
Crises can have adverse consequences on a company’s share prices, market shares, sales of 
recalled products, purchase intention, and can bring down the sales of other products sold 
by the company (Elena & Gabriel, 2016). The key to crisis management is controlling the 
message. Even so, companies often have a restricted amount of time to achieve control of 
the message as the media usually seek to report the event as soon as it occurs. Therefore, a 
lot of well-managed companies have developed crisis management strategies which could 
be implemented quickly and effectively (Irlbeck et al., 2013).

Crisis communication
Crisis communication in public relations is an integral component of crisis management. 
Crisis communication is the crisis response, what an organisation does and says following 
a crisis, based on the type of disaster. It refers to the actual actions/non-verbal and 
words/verbal used by a company to diminish and contain the harm brought about by 
significant threats, urgency, and unpredictability (Kim, 2016; Hegner et al., 2016). Crisis 
communication entails collecting, processing, and disseminating information that is needed 
in addressing a crisis. This involves sending and receiving messages to lessen or prevent the 
adverse outcomes of a disaster and in doing so, protect the company, the industry, and the 
stakeholders from any damage (Kim, 2016). Crisis communication is aimed at explaining the 
exact occurrence, identifying the possible effects of the event and outcomes, and providing 
specific harm-minimising information to the communities affected (Johansen, 2016). In 
today’s digital age, public relations practitioners can employ new media in strategic crisis 
communication using social media platforms such as Twitter and Facebook, the Web, and 
the Internet for online crisis communication (Eriksson, 2012; Xu & Wu, 2015). 

In crisis communication, Kim et al. (2012) stated that public perception of the 
crisis, and the crisis itself, becomes a matter of crucial concern for the company. The 
communication should be complete, accurate, prompt, candid and honest (Kim, 2016). 
Ethics is of great importance in crisis communication, and it must be considered in all 
public relations practices. Successful public relations, as Kim (2016) highlighted, rides on 
the ethics of public relations practitioners. Spencer at al. (2014) also reported that specific, 
honest, and frequent communication is an important remedy that helps in reducing 
uncertainty and restoring the reputation of the affected company. 

Social media in crisis communication
As communication technology continues to diversify and proliferate today, social media 
(Facebook, Twitter, etc.) is increasingly being used in times of crisis to convey information, 
send warnings, conduct situational awareness, and even to catalyse action among public 
authorities, volunteer groups, the business sector, and citizens (Kasmani, 2019). However, 
despite its benefits, social media is viewed with some trepidation by organisations due to 
the costs that may need to be expended to keep up with rising citizen expectations (Jin et 
al., 2014). Filtering techniques have been created to limit the amount of time spent reading 
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irrelevant messages and untrustworthy sources on social media. Additionally, numerous 
information and communication apps and modules have been developed in recent years 
that relate the creativity of various social media platforms to the needs of risk and crisis 
management (Saroj & Pal, 2020). Organisations that want to interact with their customers 
on a more personal level may need to update their risk management rules to reflect the 
most recent advancements in technology.

There is a general misconception that experts are the only ones who know the truth, 
while those who become aware of a problem may also report in real time using their mobile 
phones via social media like Twitter. In times of disasters, there is both an objective and 
a subjective component to the communication that takes place. In times of crisis, Saroj 
and Pal (2020) argued that social media may become emotional networks where facts are 
conveyed through emoticons, specific signals for emotions. In a nutshell, the presence of 
social media and communication channels boosts the ability to use them (Khairulnissa et 
al., 2021). However, the perception of individuals about social media still weighs in the 
authenticity of any crisis. Fake news is one of the drawbacks of social media in the 20th 
century. To deal with it, organisations have their own official accounts to communicate with 
their targeted audience. There are various social media networks where organisations make 
their presence known. Unlike other social media platforms, Twitter allows both consumers 
and brands to build relationships and optimise engagement.

Public relations
During a crisis, public relations practitioners are usually called upon to represent the needs 
of organisations or companies that are linked to the predicament. They are also called 
upon to disseminate information to the public about what is taking place, how it happened, 
the actions being taken, as well as what members of the public need to do (Seeger & Griffin-
Padgett, 2010). Members of the public, for instance, might be advised to keep away from 
locations, commodities, or products; seek shelter, medical attention or evacuate; or boil 
water (Seeger & Griffin-Padgett, 2010). 

Public relations is necessary for modernising business organisations, political parties, 
and public institutions, hence, transforming them into intelligent organisations capable 
of keeping up with the changing sociocultural environment, communicating with their 
diverse audience groups, and serving the interests of the public (Paicu & Francu, 2016). 
The primary goal of public relations practitioners, as Reber and Gower (2006) pointed 
out, is to keep a company’s stakeholders engaged and informed. In crisis management, the 
role of public relations as a “boundary spanner” becomes important in building trust when 
there is regular communication with the public in all crisis phases, that is, pre-crisis, during 
the crisis, and post-crisis (Mat Tazin & Kaur, 2017). As a managerial function, public 
relations plays an integral role as the problem-solving facilitator focusing on environmental 
monitoring and scanning to identify issues and adjusting to the mission of the company to 
evade conflict (Mat Tazin & Kaur, 2017).

Context of study
In the current study, British Airways and United Airlines were selected as the case studies. 
In terms of international flights, destinations, and fleet size, British Airways is the largest 
airline in the United Kingdom. British Airways, based in Waterside, near its major hub at 
Heathrow Airport offers all-year-round affordable rates and a wide global route network 
flying to and from centrally located airports (Airways, 2017). United Airlines (commonly 
known as United) is one of the largest American airlines and has its headquarters in Willis 
Tower in Chicago, Illinois. United Airlines has a vast network of domestic and international 
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flights that connect major cities across the United States and all six continents. It is the 
world’s third largest airline in terms of fleet size and number of flights (Cho et al., 2021).

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK DEVELOPMENT

An organisation that is faced with a crisis has to tailor its crisis messages for different 
audiences. The company should appease its most significant audience first before 
devoting effort and time to the other less important audiences. This can be done using 
different messages delivered to dissimilar groups (Kim, 2016). An essential function of 
crisis communication is timely communication to the public. Communicating in a timely 
fashion with different groups such as close family members and victims help in containing 
or mitigating the harm (Kim, 2016). In this respect, Image Restoration Theory (IRT) 
and Situational Crisis Communication Theory (SCCT) play key roles in disseminating 
information during the crisis period (Kim et al., 2011). 

Seeger and Sellnow (2016) argued that focus of image restoration is to address 
public discord during the crisis and to restore the firm’s image post-crisis. Different 
methods have been suggested in IRT, which include denial, where the firm attempts to 
deny whatever that happened, and evasion, aimed at shifting the blame to another causal 
factor. Mortification and corrective actions have been known to work together; thus, not 
only does the firm ask for forgiveness, but it also opts to correct the mistakes or mitigate 
the effects (Seeger & Grifffin-Padgett, 2010). However, one aspect stands out, as all these 
measures are aimed at ensuring that the firm is safe, which could all be an act aimed at 
deceiving the public (Seeger & Griffin-Padgett, 2010). This theory has its shortcomings, 
such as failing to capture the dynamics in claims and counterclaims, which could be risky, 
considering things can spiral out of control. 

In the subject of crisis communication, SCCT plays a critical role. This theory 
explains that a crisis’ level of accountability and reputational danger should be taken into 
account as crisis managers plan their strategic solutions. Coombs and Holladay (2002) 
developed SCCT based on the Attribution Theory, which was used to guide response 
options to reduce reputational damage caused by possible reputational harm or danger 
from crises.

SCCT is the key to resolving any issues, whether a rumour, a question, or a directive. 
This theory postulates that the responsibility of matching strategies in crisis management 
in line with crisis responsibility lies with managers (Helm & Tosldorf, 2013; Coombs & 
Holladay, 2002). The latter aspect entails understanding and categorising the crisis, lest 
inappropriate measures exacerbate the problem faced. According to the mentioned theory, 
three types of crises exist. The first one is victim cluster, where the organisation is seen 
as the victim. The cause for such crisis could be natural disasters or something outside 
the organisation’s control. The second type is the accidental crisis, where it is partly the 
organisation’s fault. The crisis might have happened due to a technical error, and the 
common consensus is that this level of crisis can easily be blamed on another entity. 
Lastly, the intentional crisis in which the organisation carries the blame (Eriksson, 2012). 
Normally, the problem comes down to human error, whether a financial accountant error 
or general misconduct. Understanding the differences between the crisis types is essential 
because it helps the   manager to use the right strategy for handling the crisis. Based on the 
theories discussed, it can be established that communication and public relations play a 
key role in the dissemination of information during crises management. Figure 1 shows the 
dissemination of information through direct and indirect channels using communication 
and public relations. 
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Figure 1. Crises management framework 

Based on Figure 1, it can be ascertained that if  an issue is directly managed without 
using public relations strategies, it may either resolve it or cause a negative impact. However, 
using the channel of communication and public relations as per management decision, 
may reduce the negative consequences and the crisis can be handled properly.

METHODOLOGY

This study used the qualitative research methodology of comparative case studies. 
Qualitative studies are mainly exploratory in nature and are often used to understand 
underlying motivations, opinions, and reasons. Barnham (2015) pointed out that qualitative 
studies help researchers develop hypotheses and ideas for quantitative research, find new 
insights into problems, and uncover trends in opinions and thoughts. For this study, the 
qualitative method offered a deeper understanding of how airline companies use social 
media in crisis management. Using this approach, the role of public relations in managing 
organisational crises through social media platforms, specifically Twitter, was explored to 
identify the best practices for airlines to adopt for the purpose of maintaining a positive 
reputation through crisis periods. Qualitative research is particularly advantageous because 
the information collected provides deeper insights into the topic under study (Beuving & 
Vries, 2015).

Both British Airways and United Airlines use Twitter as part of their public 
relations strategy in crisis management to protect their reputations. To compare their 
Twitter usage, the researcher analysed and synthesised the similarities and differences in 
how these companies used Twitter to manage the crises faced. These airlines were selected 
because both companies faced crises in the same year that threatened their reputations and 
primarily used Twitter in their public relations strategies to address these crises. The data 
was collected through Twitter only. The researcher collected seven tweets from the United 
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Airlines Twitter account and eight tweets from the British Airways Twitter account. These 
tweets were the only ones related to crisis management used by each company following 
their crises.  

Data analysis
After data was collected, the next step was to analyse. Data analysis is the process of 
evaluating data using logical and analytical reasoning to scrutinise every element. The 
researcher analysed this data using the content analysis technique, a form of textual 
analysis. Textual analysis is a method of closely examining either the content and meaning 
of texts or their discourse and structure (Given, 2014). The textual analysis involves 
deconstructing texts to examine how they operate, how they are constructed, how their 
meanings are produced, and the nature of those meanings. To code the data, several themes 
were introduced: type of tweet, strategy, speed of interaction, customers’ comments, and 
frequency. For type of tweet, each tweet was assigned the number T1 for an original tweet 
and T2 for a retweet. The strategy refers to the method the company used in the tweet to 
handle its crisis: apologies (A1), attempts at denial (A2), reassurances (A3), promises to 
change (A4), and other unrelated tweets (A5). The speed of interaction — how fast the 
company responded to the crisis — was classified as S1 if  the company responded within 
24 hours, S2 if  within 48 hours, and S3 if  it took more than 48 hours. 

Customers’ comments were a measure of how customers reacted to the tweets: 
the researcher chose 20 responses by customers to each tweet to gauge responses to the 
strategies. If  a comment was positive, or the customer appeared to like the post, it was 
assigned as L1, if  the comment was negative, it was assigned as L2, and if  the customer’s 
attitude was unclear, it was assigned as L3. Lastly, frequency represented the number of 
tweets made daily during the crisis: F1 indicated a single tweet during the crisis, F2 meant 
two to three tweets, F3 meant three to five tweets, and F4 meant more than five tweets 
made during the crisis.

Cases
Two crises were identified in the same year for both United Airlines and British Airways, 
taking place one month apart. The British Airways crisis occurred on May 27, 2017. The 
company suffered a major IT system breakdown that affected its operations and checking 
systems worldwide. It had to cancel flights from the Heathrow and Gatwick international 
airports, leaving many customers stranded. On the other hand, on April 9, 2017, a customer, 
later identified as Dr. David Dao, was randomly forced to leave United Express Flight 3411 
traveling to Louisville, Kentucky from Chicago, Illinois when the flight was found to be 
overbooked. Table 1 details the crises faced by both companies.

Table 1. Crises faced by the selected airlines

Airlines Crises

British Airways The British Airways crisis occurred on May 27, 2017. The company suffered a 
major IT system breakdown that affected its operations and checking systems 
worldwide. It had to cancel flights from the Heathrow and Gatwick international 
airports, leaving many customers stranded.

United Airlines On April 9, 2017, a customer, later identified as Dr. David Dao, was randomly 
forced to leave United Express Flight 3411 traveling to Louisville, Kentucky from 
Chicago, Illinois when the flight was found to be overbooked.
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FINDINGS

Based on the data available, it was found that United Airlines was lagging in terms of 
public relations as only one tweet was posted on the first day of the crisis by the company. 
In contrast, British Airways posted five tweets on the first day. Based on the 20 public 
comments to each tweet, it can be established that British Airways’ public relations was a 
bit stronger than United Airlines as United Airlines received an overall negative response 
from the public. In contrast, British Airways was able to attain good feedback and support 
from the public. Table 2 shows the statistics of the responses.

Table 2. Summary of the tweets

Airlines Number of Tweets 
on Crisis Day

No of Public 
Comments 

Negative Comments 
Per Tweet

Positive Comments 
Per Tweet

United Airlines 1 20 High Low

British Airways 5 20 Low High

 The analysis demonstrates that both United Airlines and British Airways used 
Twitter in their public relations, but with different results. This difference can be attributed to 
the different approaches taken by the companies. British Airways received more favourable 
responses because it applied more positivity, empathy, and sincerity in its communication. 
The variation was attributed to the urgency with which they responded to the crisis. For 
instance, British Airways posted an apology for its IT breakdown on May 27, the very day the 
crisis itself. On the other hand, United Airlines waited until the next day to post its apology. 
By the time it did so, the video clip showing the passenger being forcefully evicted from the 
plane had already gone viral on social media platforms, and customers were enraged. 

Both companies also took different approaches for their apology. British Airways 
posted a video of its CEO apologising to customers, whereas the CEO of United Airlines 
posted a written apology that was interpreted as insincere. Listening to the British Airways 
CEO providing his explanation and offering his apologies to the affected parties, customers 
thought his apology sounded authentic and sincere. It was evident that the company 
understood the frustration and disappointment the customers experienced as a result of the 
disruption. On the other hand, the written apology by the United Airlines CEO was perceived 
as devoid of empathy. In fact, the CEO seemed unconcerned with what had happened to the 
passenger, which caused outrage among customers. There was also a considerable difference 
in the frequency of the companies’ tweets. British Airways posted multiple tweets a day, but 
United Airlines posted only one a day. The implication was that British Airways kept its 
customers engaged and informed, which played an essential role in improving its customer 
relationships and contributed to the success of its public relations strategy. Themes originated 
from the inductive approach as the pre-existing texts were examined and tweets were selected 
based on the time of response. Table 3 summarises the themes of the findings.

Table 3. Themes of findings

Theme United Airlines British Airways
Urgency Low High

Apology Written Video

Frequency of tweets Low High

Public favour Low High
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DISCUSSION

Public relations and its role in crisis management have been the central concepts in this paper. 
From the information gathered in the literature review and the findings discussed subsequently, 
it is evident that public relations plays a critical role in mitigating risks such as reputational 
damage, which can lead to poor financial performance when an institution is faced with 
a crisis. The earlier sections focused on public relations theories and their application and 
efficiency, based on evidence from the literature. This section gives a comprehensive analysis 
of the role of public relations in crisis management based on the case studies discussed 
above. The focus is on identifying the public relations strategies applied by these firms and 
determining their efficiency for handling the crises that the companies faced.

The IRT proposes different methods of dealing with a crisis, such as denial, 
mortification, and implementation of corrective measures (Reber & Gower, 2006). This 
theory can be used to explain the strategies followed by the airlines in crisis management. 
For instance, United Airlines applied the denial and evasion strategies first: the CEO failed 
to acknowledge the forceful removal of a passenger from an aircraft and did not apologise to 
the affected customer. Instead, he focused on re-accommodating the overbooked passengers. 
This caused a major backlash against the company, and the CEO resorted to mortification 
and corrective measures. The airline offered a genuine apology and released a statement 
detailing changes in its policies for improving service delivery to restore its image.

The SCCT was best exemplified in the case of British Airways. According to this 
theory, company managers are responsible for matching public relations strategies with 
the type of crisis the company is facing, and the criteria is based on the cause of the 
crisis (Reber & Gower, 2006). The CEO of British Airways applied this strategy by clearly 
explaining the cause of the crisis, a technical problem leading to the IT system breakdown. 
The company also provided frequent updates on its progress with the crisis. The company 
enhanced its credibility with this approach because it acknowledged its responsibility for 
the incident and put measures in place to deal with the situation.

The present study discussed the phases of a crisis, detailing how the actions of a 
company in the pre-crisis, crisis, and post-crisis periods influence the extent of damage, and 
describing the efficiency of public relations strategies. Based on this discussion, firms that 
invest in customer relationships have a better chance of getting through a crisis without 
suffering irrevocable damage (Fynn, 2016; Kim & Jin, 2016). This is evidenced in the case 
study, where two companies fared differently during and after the crises. British Airways 
was revered by its customers, as shown in the positive comments collected from Twitter, 
which implies that the firm had developed a strong customer relationship. The customers 
also seemed satisfied with the measures taken to deal with the IT system breakdown. On the 
other hand, United Airlines suffered a crisis that escalated into a disaster, with customers 
bringing up complaints of poor service and rude staff  members. The comments collected 
from Twitter showed widespread dissatisfaction and disappointment with the company’s 
service. Even after the crisis was resolved, customers and the public used social media 
platforms to call for the resignation of the company’s CEO. This shows the impact of the 
manager’s actions in the various phases of a crisis and how they can drive public relations 
strategies to achieve the objectives of image and reputation restoration, or can turn a crisis 
into a public relations disaster, causing more damage.

IMPLICATIONS

This study highlights the significance of crisis communication emphasising the essence 
of proper dissemination of information during the crisis management process (Sohn 
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& Lariscy, 2012). There are various communication strategies that can be applied by 
companies during a crisis, such as apology, justification, or excuses and denial. Regardless 
of the strategy, the way the information is disseminated determines to a large extent how 
the public perceives the company (Fynn, 2016; Kim & Jin, 2016). This underpins the 
importance of appropriate messaging to the effectiveness of public relations strategies, 
and this is evident in the case studies presented. 

British Airways offered honest and detailed apologies that addressed the various 
parties affected by its crisis, whereas United Airlines’ first apology was a poorly scripted 
message that did not apologise to the victim of the incident and passengers at large. The two 
companies exemplify the importance of crisis communication because one was able to appeal 
to its audience through proper and accurate messaging but the other suffered a public relations 
disaster for failing to acknowledge the significance of communication in crisis management. 
From the theoretical discussion of the role of public relations in crisis management and the 
real-life application of public relations theories to companies’ handling of crises, it is evident 
that public relations plays a critical role in enabling companies to navigate through crises.

The examples of these two case studies have provided a perspective on how 
companies deal with unexpected crises. The most important lesson is that organisations 
should admit their mistakes and make genuine apologies to those affected immediately 
after an incident occurs, as British Airways did. In his first tweet, the United Airlines CEO, 
Oscar Munoz made a mistake by refusing to acknowledge and apologise to the passenger 
who was forcefully evicted. This poor communication strategy ruined his reputation and 
the company’s image to the extent that subsequent apologies did not salvage the situation. 
The other lesson revolves around the importance of providing information about the event 
before speculations and misinterpretations emerge and proliferate. If  the company is the 
first to provide information, customers will be willing to listen to its version of the event 
rather than focus on the encircling negativity. Transparency is also essential because it 
helps companies rebuild their customers’ trust in them. When customers receive accurate 
information, they are more likely to believe the apologies and promises for change 
outlined in the crisis management plan. Additionally, the messages should be composed 
in a professional yet empathetic tone and contain factual statements about the incident. 
It is also important to know the audience affected by the incident and the magnitude of 
their suffering to develop the best messages for each situation. Another public relations 
strategy is to maintain the organisation’s credibility by being honest and truthful in both 
the apologies and the information provided.

LIMITATIONS  

As with all research, this study too has some limitations, especially regarding crisis period, 
data collection method, and the adequacy of the data. Collecting data from Twitter 
presented another challenge, as the companies studied used around seven posts to handle 
the crisis, and only these posts could be used for data analysis. Thus, the analysis of this 
data may not provide adequate evidence for the study’s conclusions. It is recommended to 
consider these limitations while conducting future studies.

CONCLUSION

This study evaluated the public relations strategies employed by United Airlines and British 
Airways during their crises in 2017. Overall, its findings confirm the significance of public 
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relations in crisis management and the efficiency of Twitter as a means of implementing 
public relations strategies. From these case studies, it is evident that the efficient use of 
public relations and communications strategies play a critical role in mitigating a company’s 
reputational damage. Proper and accurate communication can also control the impact of 
a crisis on a firm’s financial performance. Such measures promote a company’s credibility 
and its performance in the market. Therefore, taking responsibility for a crisis influences 
the public’s perception of a company, presenting it as a responsible entity.

Open Access: This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 
License (CC-BY 4.0) which permits any use, distribution and reproduction in any medium, provided 
the original author(s) and the source are credited.
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ABSTRACT

Crisis communication literature emphasises employees as an important stakeholder group to focus on 
before, during and after crisis. The communication efforts during crisis should not be only targeting the 
victims, voyeurs, and other groups, but the employees as well since they (and their families) are also 
affected by the crisis which their organisations are hit by. A crisis is loaded with uncertainties, and this 
uncertain environment psychologically affects the employees. The study aims to understand how the 
employees want to be communicated with by their employers during the crisis and what they consider 
as effective crisis communication. It also seeks answers concerning the roles and responsibilities of 
employees during a crisis. The research was conducted in Turkey. Adopting a qualitative approach, 
semi-structured interviews were conducted online with employees from different sectors. Data was 
gathered from 12 employee interviews. Findings show that employees cannot clearly differentiate 
what crisis is. They do not see themselves as having a responsibility in crisis communication except 
in certain conditions. Employees also expect sincere and accurate communication from the top 
management. However, there are mixed views regarding transparency in crisis management. The 
manner in which internal communication is conducted and the way employees were treated before 
also influence their role in a crisis. The findings also reveal that digital communication in a crisis or in 
normal settings is the frequently used channel for internal communication.

Keywords: Crisis, crisis communication, employee communication, crisis management
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INTRODUCTION

Organisations are made up of people who come together to fulfil specific goals. People 
within an organisation interact and share, and they also have relationships with people 
outside the organisation. Communication is the most important factor that enables this 
to take place (Karadağ, 2020). The ability of an organisation to sustain itself  depends on 
its communication with many individuals or organisations from both inside and outside 
(Duğan & Koç, 2020). In this regard, employees are the main players who determine the 
success of an organisation (Manaf et al., 2021).  

In today’s organisations, communication fulfils an important function in connecting 
all units to one another.  Organisations need communication on issues such as increasing 
productivity, ensuring quality, creating a positive perception, and attracting a qualified 
workforce (Balta Peltekoğlu & Demir Askeroğlu, 2020). Communication between employers 
and employees is vital as employers can better understand the feelings of employees 
through communication and the employer can transform an unsatisfactory situation into 
a satisfactory one (Ean, 2011). Employees communicate with other employees for social  
or work-related needs both inside and outside the organisation. Thus, effective 
communication within the organisation is an obligation for all organisations (Özbolat & 
Şehitoğlu, 2018).

“Studies within strategic communication highlight the importance of internal 
communication activities to increase employees’ awareness of how communication 
contributes to organisational goals and what their communicator role is” (Andersson, 
2019, p. 63). Life in an organisation consists of communicating with people. Every 
employee has a different social world in their workplace and this social world affects his/
her feelings and thoughts (Derin & Tuna, 2017). “Communication is an indispensable 
process for every organisation as well as for every person. No organisation can survive 
without communication” (Mert et al., 2019, p.3). In short, communication is one of the 
most active and continuous processes in the corporate world. At the same time, almost 
all the management processes are actualised through effective communication processes 
(Aygün & Özmutaf, 2020).

Crisis reactions can be seen as a form of persuasive communication. When an 
organisation aims to restore, reduce or re-establish its corporate reputation and legitimacy, 
it is also aiming to form, modify, or strengthen its attitude or behaviour (Fediuk et al., 2010). 
Efthimiou (2010, p. 115) stated that although most of the communication fundamentals 
and best practices organisations use to interact effectively with key audiences in crisis are 
designed to protect or restore their reputation, there is “no particular image restoration 
strategy that can serve as a universal panacea.”

“The perception of an unpredictable event that threatens the important expectancies 
of stakeholders can seriously impact an organisation’s performance and generate negative 
outcome.” (Coombs, 2012, p. 2).  Crisis is described as an unexpected, complex, and risky 
process in which the decision mechanisms of the organisations have to work rapidly. It 
contains threats that can affect the organisations significantly.  All stakeholders show great 
interest in the relevant information about a crisis (Aydın, 2020). Regardless of the type 
of crisis that occurs, the answers are insufficient, and the crisis brings forward a need for 
structure that will provide change (Özarslan & Diker, 2020). 

Crises are unexpected, and are difficult times for organisations. The cost of being 
indifferent or not showing sufficient sensitivity can be very high. Crisis periods include 
processes where the usual operating order is changed, and extraordinary conditions 
prevail (Arklan & Kartal, 2018). In order not to lose credibility and face threats during 
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crisis periods, organisations must make crisis plans, be prepared for crises, and prepare 
communication strategies (Aydın, 2020). When crises are managed well, reputational 
losses can be prevented. When plans are prepared ahead to mitigate crises, crises can be 
managed more effectively and it may be possible to reduce their negative effects (Yenice 
et al., 2018). Managing crises and reducing their damage depends on discussing solutions 
and monitoring problems (Akdağ, 2020).

During a crisis, communication in the organisation becomes more dynamic and 
is subject to structural changes (for example, centralisation of information networks 
and information flow between communication networks) (Palm, 2016). Ideally, a central 
crisis management team manages and controls all communication. One spokesperson 
must represent the organisation and give the impression of speaking with “one voice” 
(Falkheimer & Heide, 2006).

“In crisis situations, the lack of internal communication and consequently, the 
danger of such feelings arising are essentially risky. From here to a fragile organisational 
stability, the distance is short” (David, 2011, p. 74). Crisis communication includes 
collecting information in the pre-crisis period, making decisions on how to manage 
potential crises and preparing a crisis communication plan (Şahin & Duğan, 2019). It is 
very important to inform the internal and external stakeholders of the organisations in 
crisis. It is also imperative that the information shared is reliable, clear, and specific (Duğan 
& Koç, 2020). “Transparency, as in providing as complete, clear and precise information  
as possible, represents a critical feature of crisis communication, no matter the publics 
being addressed” (David, 2011, p. 73).

As stated by van der Meer et al. (2017, p. 426), “stakeholder relationships are 
considered crucial for the formation of the organisation’s reputation, in normal times as 
well as during and after a crisis.” The fact that organisations have crisis communication 
plans before crises provides convenience in terms of delivering information to stakeholders 
on time. When there is a crisis, it is necessary to deliver sufficient messages on time to 
internal and external stakeholders (Duğan & Koç, 2020). Although crises involve a number 
of complex events that are difficult to grasp, people may want to know the cause(s) of the 
crisis and the people who caused it. Therefore, the affected organisation is expected to 
make a formal statement (Çelebi & Sezer, 2017). Proper crisis management requires the 
coordination of activities before, during and after the crisis by the crisis management team 
and from a single source, systematic and conscious actions in alignment with the plans, 
the analysis of the causes and the dimensions, and information sharing with all target 
audiences (Arklan & Kartal, 2018).

There are different internal and external sources who frame the crisis for the media 
and public. These sources can either support or criticise the organisation in times of crisis. 
Therefore, organisations should communicate regularly with them (Caldiero et al., 2010). 
“During the pre-crisis stage, employees scan for warning signals or trigger events within 
the organisation” (Adamu et al., 2016, p. 34). In an organisation, employee relationships 
affect the way employees behave, and the actions they take before, during and after an 
organisational crisis and the daily organisational life (Frandsen & Johansen, 2011).

How a crisis is managed also depends on the preparedness of the organisation. 
Being prepared for crises is possible with the coordination of units within the organisation 
with trained and specialised human resources (Akdağ, 2020). Crises can be managed 
effectively with the crisis management skills of managers (Özarslan & Diker, 2020).

“The external crisis response reflects a complex, negotiated outcome created by 
various internal relationships and processes” (Taylor, 2010, p. 698). Organisations are made 
up of individuals who respond differently, and although there may be good intentions, 
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an individual’s behaviour can jeopardise the overall effectiveness of crisis management 
(González Herrero & Pratt, 1996). Thus, research on internal crisis communication should 
start with a detailed study of the relationship between an organisation and its internal 
stakeholders (Frandsen & Johansen, 2011).

Crises have many effects on organisations and individuals. It impacts employees on 
various aspects such as job security, commitment to the organisation, job satisfaction and 
intention to quit. Crises also cause economic and psychological problems for employees 
(Seçilmiş et al., 2019). Hence, it is necessary to inform all employees of an emerging crisis 
in a timely and accurate manner, not only to ensure the trust and loyalty of employees 
to the organisation and productivity, but also their connection with the corporate image 
(Balta Peltekoğlu & Demir Askeroğlu, 2020). “Everyone should be selected, educated and 
empowered with this awareness, not only the managers, but also all individuals in the 
organisation should develop crisis management sensitivity” (Çalışkan, 2020, p. 107).

Employees often identify with the organisations they work for. This identification 
creates a sense of shared ownership and is a clear investment in the continued growth 
of the organisation (Palm, 2016). Thus, excellent internal communication can positively 
impact the relations between the employee and the organisation (Ecklebe & Löffler, 2021). 
As stated by Palm (2016, p. 3), “Employees, arguably, are the people for whom the stakes 
are highest if  an organisation survives or fails, but they often fall lowest on the priority list 
of audiences to communicate with in times of crisis.” Heide and Simonsson (2014) further 
argued that communication professionals do not have much of a role in internal crisis 
communication. As a result, crisis management fails when employees are not accepted as 
an important stakeholder group and stakeholder relations become unbalanced (Xu & Li, 
2013).

Like other stakeholders, employees expect more from their organisations in times 
of crisis. Members of organisations, when their organisations are faced with difficult 
situations, expect protection. They want their organisations to show interest in their lives, 
as well as sympathy and sensitivity to their concerns. By keeping employees informed 
on what is happening, what will happen, and when the difficult time will end in a timely 
manner, most of these expectations can be fulfilled (David, 2011). “Co-workers are both 
important ambassadors of the organisation and communicators. They discuss the crisis 
with customers, suppliers, journalists, friends and so forth, and convey their picture of the 
crisis” (Heide & Simonsson, 2014, p. 132). 

Employees also expect first-hand information about the crisis that is affecting their 
organisation (Balta Peltekoğlu & Demir Askeroğlu, 2020). After the crisis is over, internal 
communication is essential for the birth of new understandings, routines, knowledge, 
and actions (Heide, 2013). There have been several studies which looked at internal crisis 
communication from the employees’ perspective. Research conducted by Ravazzani (2016) 
found out that due to demographic and globalisation patterns, domestic and international 
workplaces are changing and from the perspective of employees, more research needs to 
be done on the concept of internal crisis communication and internal communication. In 
their study, Mazzei et al. (2012) concluded that good relationships are valuable in work 
environments because this helps to incorporate strategic management and adaptation to 
organisational turbulence. Another study conducted by Mazzei and Ravazzani (2011) 
reported that there is a misalignment between a organisation’s communication and 
what employees perceive. For example, employees ask for better perceptiveness, clearer 
messages, and a flat communication style whereas organisations contend they plan excellent 
communication and use official instruments frequently. Moreover, organisations describe 
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a crisis as an opportunity, whereas employees believe that their employers use it as a form 
of opportunism. 

Additionally, two-way symmetrical and transparent communication, considered 
as strategic internal communication components, were found to be “positive and strong 
antecedents of employee communication behaviours (ECBs) for sensemaking and sense 
giving in crisis situations, when controlling for other effects” (Kim, 2018, p. 451). The 
employees’ relationship to their organisation prior to the crisis is critical in the sense that 
it may either turn them into an advocate for the organisation or not.  Moreover, how 
they perceive the crisis dictates whether they will share negative news or not (Lee, 2019). 
Another study highlighted the significance of message framing and the significance of 
the medium used. Employees who attack their organisation on social media can further 
damage the reputation of their organisation (Opitz et al., 2018). According to Selart et 
al. (2013), crisis preparation by the leadership leads to a lower perceived risk among the 
employees. 

Within the context of crisis, employee communicative actions are grouped around 
three categories which are “search,” “interpretation,” and “sharing.” See Table 1 for an 
explanation of these categories.

Table 1. Employee communicative actions within the crisis context (Mazzei et al., 2012)

Search
Ask managers for explanation of organisation behaviour
Engage in listening and mutual understanding with constituencies
Report any dangers, threats, and criticism to managers
Value informal communication opportunities 

Interpretation
Interpret equivocal organisation behaviour, giving it the benefit of doubt 
Participate in group discussion to understand the consequences of the crisis
Avoid rumours and ask managers for reliable interpretation
Pay attention to the accuracy of meaning attribution
Engage in cross-functional communication to circulate reliable knowledge 
Attribute responsibility to the organisation realistically
Contribute to problem solving, caring for victims and damage minimisation

Sharing 
Share arguments with constituencies to support the organisation’s position and reputation 
Act as an advocate for the organisation 
Use personal networks for socialising knowledge about the organisation’s pre-crisis efforts and post-
crisis accommodative strategies 
Share data, experience, and knowledge with colleagues to increase their awareness of the crisis 
dynamic 
Not distinguish themselves from the organisation, but show a sense of belonging and solidarity
Not leak reserved information
Avoid aggressive tone of voice, public complaints, and negative word-of-mouth

 
Under search communicative actions, employees practise listening, which takes place 

at all levels and understanding. In the interpretation category, the employees try to make 
sense of the organisation’s behaviour and try to understand who bears the responsibility 
and how they can contribute to the crisis solution. The sharing category encompasses 
activities such as acting as an advocate, supporting the reputation of the organisation, and 
displaying a sense of belonging. 



Employee communication during crisis: An exploratory study on employee expectations and roles

200

METHODOLOGY

Problem statement
The repercussions of a crisis include panic, uncertainties, damage (financial, reputation, 
or both), and victims — to name just a few. Along with the external stakeholders of the 
organisations, the internal audiences, that is, the employees, are also affected. The study 
aims to understand if  and how the employees are affected by the crisis, how they want to 
be communicated with during the crisis and what they consider as effective employee crisis 
communication. Understanding the perception of employees towards crisis will guide 
organisations in formulating effective crisis management plans which will incorporate what 
to do, how to do them and what can be communicated to employees.    

Research questions
The research was guided by four research questions: 
RQ1: What is the impact of crisis on employees?
RQ2: How are employees communicated with during crisis?
RQ3: What do employees see as their role in the crisis?
RQ4:  What are the perceptions of employees regarding effective employee crisis 

communication?  

Purpose of study
During a crisis, organisations need to deal with many stakeholder groups.  The reasons for 
communicating with them may differ, but one common feature is that in any crisis, people 
need information. The employees of an organisation, even though they are an important 
stakeholder group, are not informed as thoroughly as the other stakeholder groups. The 
purpose of the study is to bring attention to this important stakeholder group by exploring 
their involvement with crisis in their organisations, their assumed responsibilities, and how 
they would like to be communicated with during a crisis. Another purpose of the study 
is possibly providing insights to communication professionals to help them prepare crisis 
management plans and guide them in communicating and involving employees in crisis 
communication.

RESEARCH PROCESS

This is an exploratory study which employed a qualitative method. As stated in Babbie 
(2005), social scientists use exploratory studies for several reasons; one of which is their 
desire to understand the thoughts and sentiments on the subject they are investigating. 
Further, exploratory studies help to test the usefulness of initiating a more comprehensive 
study and to come up with selected methods to be used in subsequent studies. Industries 
can be hit by different types of crises and each may handle crisis management differently, 
therefore having participants from different sectors and organisations can provide a more 
holistic picture. To this end, a total of 12 semi-structured interviews were conducted with 
representatives from various industries. Table 2 lists the participants and their respective 
sectors. The interviews took place between April 20 and May 1, 2021. They were conducted 
through Zoom and WhatsApp, lasting 23 minutes to 60 minutes on average. In the 
convenience sampling used, three of the participants were female. The interviews were 
transcribed and based on the themes that were derived from the interview data, the findings 
were analysed and reported. 
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Guba and Lincoln (1982) contended that in qualitative research, it is not possible 
to talk about reliability and validity in an absolute manner and they suggested another 
concept of “credibility” for the verification of findings. While measurement of validity 
implies measurement, when compared to quantitative research, this is not one of the aims 
of qualitative researchers (Bryman, 2016). Yet there are suggestions made by scholars for 
reliability and validity in qualitative research (Denscombe, 2013). The interview questions 
were prepared by looking at the relevant research done on internal communication and 
crisis management/communication. 

Both researchers conducted the interviews. The data from these interviews were 
processed and evaluated individually and then discussed for internal reliability. Participant 
validation was also done whereby they were contacted to check the validity of the findings. 
Because of the small samples in qualitative research, findings cannot be generalised, so 
the present research lacks external validity. However, it has been long argued that the data 
of qualitative research should be looked at differently and one suggested alternative way 
is “transferability”. In this respect, rather than questioning to what extent the findings 
exist in other instances, the alternative way is asking “to what extent could the findings be 
transferred to other instances?” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 301).

 In the interviews, the participants were asked to comment on the general 
communication patterns in the organisations they work for. In other words, how does 
internal communication take place in their workplace? Other topics that were addressed 
were related to crisis and employee communication specifically. The researchers were 
interested in knowing how the employees were affected by the crises their organisations 
faced and whether they were affected or not. In addition to this, they also intended to find 
out if  the employees thought that they had a role and responsibility in the crisis. The crisis 
communication in their organisations targeting employees, and their perspectives on how 
crisis communication should be done with them were also questioned. Their preferred 
channels of communication and the “dos and don’ts” with employees during crisis were 
explored as well. 

Table 2. Participant name and sector

Name Sector

Subject 1 Healthcare 

Subject 2 Agriculture

Subject 3 Tourism

Subject 4 Service

Subject 5 Healthcare

Subject 6 Healthcare

Subject 7 Retail

Subject 8 Automotive 

Subject 9 Construction 

Subject 10 Technology

Subject 11 Education 

Subject 12 Electronics and white goods
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FINDINGS

Internal communication with employees
The participants mentioned digital communication and different parameters of digital 
communication as the commonly used channels in their workplaces. While this qualitative 
study is an attempt to understand employee communication during crisis, it was worth 
comprehending how internal communication is carried out in their organisations as well. 
The results show that the organisations used digital communication more than face-to-
face communication. This could be attributed to the COVID-19 pandemic, as employees 
were working online and some of the applications they had not used earlier as internal 
communication tools were now being applied. In addition to this, the participants also 
mentioned that different channels of communication were used among different groupings 
of employees. It is also noted that the type of sector dictated the communication channels. 
For example, participants from the healthcare sector mentioned that they were contacted 
by their immediate supervisor, but for trainings, they were invited to meetings. In the 
tourism sector, it was mostly written communication, with memorandums or through 
the “immediate supervisor” channel. All the communication channels mentioned by the 
participants include WhatsApp, BIP (instant messaging application by Turkcell, a mobile 
operator in Turkey), Skype Business, Zoom meetings, immediate supervisor, memorandums, 
web portals, emails, meetings and phone calls. 

Based on the interview data, two concluding remarks can be made on internal 
communication. One of them is that none of the participants mentioned corporate 
communication, public relations or a department related with the internal communication 
function. Instead, all the participants mentioned human resources or supervisors as the 
communication channels and information sources. Secondly, the internal communication 
was all work related, more than for social purposes. All the channels mentioned were 
work focused. This could be attributed to the COVID-19 pandemic and the limitations it 
imposed on social functions or interactions.  

Communication with employees during crisis
The participants did not have an accurate conceptualisation of crisis. All of them confused 
it with an issue or a problem. The characteristics that form a crisis did not exist in their 
encounters. One explanation for this is that none of these organisations, where our sample 
came from, had encountered a major crisis that the media covered. Subject 9 mentioned, 
“There are too many crises, big or small. I do not know if they are all crises, but there are 
so many negative events happening”. Some crisis examples which are not considered as 
a real crisis based on the crisis literature, but which were given in the interviews are as 
follows: creating extra hospital rooms for patients when the hospital had to work beyond 
its capacity, a complaint by a hotel guest that the room had been broken into and which 
involved a police investigation, financial crisis and a potential effect of financial crisis is on 
employees’ salaries, and customer complaints. Subject 10 mentioned the crisis situation he/
she experienced, “The work we do is always a crisis. We are at the centre… We have a team 
leader. We report to her/him. We have targets that we have to reach…Therefore, we are in a 
continuous crisis because of this”.  

In the interviews, there was a frequent mention of COVID-19 and how it generated 
new practices in the workplaces.  One participant mentioned that in his/her organisation, 
some employees became COVID-19 positive and other employees had to take on extra work 
as a substitute for them. Another participant stated that some of his/her co-workers died from 
COVID-19. This created panic and the management started communicating information on a 
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weekly basis to the employees. Despite that, the panic among the employees did not diminish 
due to the ongoing media coverage. The reason for this was because the media context was 
different from what was communicated to the employees. “We were transparent, but from the 
media and from the social media, when they [employees] saw the news, they panicked stating 
that the organisation was not telling them the truth” (Subject 12).

A crisis can demoralise and psychologically affect employees. One participant 
explained the impact of crisis in these words: “It increases your workload. It decreases the 
quality of your service…” (Subject 6). Subject 1 added: “Psychologically effected. You may 
also lose trust in the organisation.”

Since the concept of crisis was ambiguous for the participants in general, the 
communication channels that were used during crises in their organisations were not 
comprehensively giving us an accurate reflection of the communication and channels used. 
Most of the time, the participants mentioned their managers and immediate supervisors, 
reaching out to them about the crisis at hand. Another participant commented on the lack 
of communication in his/her organisation: “We were hearing things related with crisis from 
others. They did not give us detailed information. We hear from our friends, but do not know 
how much of it is correct” (Subject 9). 

The participants stated that if  the internal communication of their organisations in 
general is handled better, this would also reflect on other areas such as crisis communication 
with employees. Moreover, most of them believed that if  the employees were satisfied with 
their jobs, and the organisation, it was more likely that they would be taking action in 
crises and supporting the organisation.  

It is also possible to say that digital communication channels are seen as playing a 
dominant role in communicating with employees, regardless of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Role/responsibility of the employee during crisis
The participants had mixed feelings about the role of the employee during crises. Very 
few claimed that they could act as a spokesperson during the crisis, and most of them did 
not associate this role with themselves. There are two main reasons for this. One is related 
to their perception of contributing to the crisis solution. “If this is a big pain and if this 
could be solved with the help of the personnel, then we should put our hands under a stone. 
If the employee does not have any role in solving the problem, then we need solution-based 
thinking.” (Subject 12). Subject 7 made an analogy and stated that if  the organisation had 
“debt,” it was not up to the employee to pay it, implying why should he/she care. 

Another example of response to illustrate that the employee is not responsible for 
dealing with crises: “…From mouth-to-mouth, these sparks can turn into lava. The crisis 
should be managed and solved by a minimal number of people” (Subject 8). As the quotes 
imply, some participants believed that more problems could emerge if  their involvement 
in the crisis management is not done properly. “We are affected…In crisis situation, duties 
are given to all the people, but the knowledge level of people, work-related responsibilities are 
various. If they are not accomplished, additional problems arise” (Subject 11). They assume 
that they are weak communicators and also not qualified to manage a crisis, given that 
there are others who are experts and whose job descriptions reflect this responsibility. 

There was only one participant who claimed that he/she should not have any 
responsibility or role in crises, unless the crisis was directly related to him. Another 
participant was also quite critical about the role of employees in crisis, commenting, 
“Defending the capital should not fall on the shoulders of the workers. When the organisations 
get things wrong, the employees should not be leading from the front. That is the job of 
corporate communication” (Subject 12). Similarly, another participant explained that 
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bearing the responsibility or asking for a role in a crisis depended on the personality of 
the person and the scope of the crisis. “We have a role. It is related with personality. If the 
person has leadership qualities, they try to solve the crisis” (Subject 4).

In general, the participants did not see themselves as the ambassadors of their 
organisations during crises. Some of the reasons can be deducted from these responses: “If 
I am working in a satisfied way, then I would explain what I know, but if I am not satisfied 
with my organisation, then I would care less” (Subject 9). “Shall I be an ambassador? If there 
is a need to take some actions, then should I take action?  The organisation has its CEO” 
(Subject 10). The participants also agreed that people in organisations have specific job 
descriptions, responsibilities and in a crisis, these people should be in the picture, together 
with the CEO of the organisation. It was also considered ineffective if  too many people 
were engaged in solving the crisis because there was a risk of the problem moving into 
an altogether different direction. “The majority of the employees should not be involved. 
This would only make a mess…” (Subject 11). The employees did not see themselves as 
experts qualified enough to be ambassadors. As the communication that takes place in a 
crisis could easily have multiple meanings for the target groups and interpretations in the 
society, the participants suggested exercising caution and using crisis experts to address the 
problem faced.

Some participants did not perceive crisis as something that involves employees. 
Instead, crisis was seen as a special domain involving professionals. “Not under the 
responsibility of the employee. It has to be managed professionally. From which channels, 
what type of reactions will be taken. A professional should be in charge...” (Subject 10). With 
regard to why professionalism in crisis management is necessary, one participant had this 
to say, “If the employees talk, in accurate communication, this is word-of-mouth…You need 
to weigh it well, the damage done can be more than its benefits” (Subject 12).

Effective employee communication during crisis
There was a consensus among the participants in terms of what was expected from the 
management in crisis communication. They expect provision of information and accuracy 
of information. All the participants were very articulate on what they would consider 
as effective crisis communication to employees, although they were not so clear on what 
constitutes a crisis. Information provision/communication was considered vital in crisis 
communication, mainly for two reasons. First, such a measure can make employees feel a 
sense of belonging to the organisation.  Second, this will lift up the morale of the employees 
since crises are more likely to affect employees psychologically.

Almost all the participants of the study agreed that the top echelons in any 
organisation should be responsible for managing the crisis and should be the spokesperson. 
“I think the top management should be leading. The employees should be part of the 
information. However, I do not want to share the messages in crisis. This should be done by 
experts” (Subject 9). The  participants conceptualised crisis as something that should be 
dealt at the leadership level and that the organisation should get support from experts and 
external consultants. “If it is something serious, they [management] may not think healthily 
and they need objectivity, an external team to manage” (Subject 11). 

Also, the crisis visualisation was separated into whether the source of the crisis 
is the employees, or other sources. Subject 10 explained, “If the crisis originates from the 
employees, there is aggression towards the employees. The managers ask for explanations. If 
the crisis is from the management, this comes with feedback.” The participants contended 
that the reaction of the management towards them differs if  the source of the crisis is the 
employees.
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Sincerity and a clear understanding of the messages during crises are expected 
from the management. There were mixed thoughts on the reasons for action, and in-
depth explanation to the employees about a crisis. Some of the participants stated that 
not all details should be shared. There were also mixed sentiments on the transparency 
issue as well. Some participants shared that they did not want too much transparency 
from the management during a crisis. In fact, they want the management to cover up any 
aspects that may create panic. “They will not lie, but they will not tell us everything, and 
every right thing” (Subject 12). Subject 2 highlighted the importance of the content of 
crisis communication, “It is important not to lower our motivation, but to say things that will 
increase our motivation.”

The frequency or extent of crisis communication was also explored in the interviews. 
The participants demanded replies to their questions from the management, at the same 
time they did not expect the management to communicate with them too much. The worst 
that the management could do was to cut off  communication with employees during a 
crisis. 

The participants also highlighted the importance of being a team. They must have 
a “team spirit among themselves” (Subject 4). The other aspects raised were preparedness 
for crisis, and training on crisis before it happens. “We need to take lessons from what has 
happened. The glass fell. Do not ask why it fell but take precautions so that it does not fall 
again” (Subject 2).  Subject 12 mentioned the importance of crisis training, “There should 
be training on crisis management beforehand. If a mistake happens once, it will increase to 
two [because of a lack of training]”. However, the participants claimed that there was 
no crisis preparation in general. The “crisis management commission/crisis tables” were 
given as examples along with this question: “…is it enough and do we know who they are?” 
(Subject 6). 

Table 3 summarises the dos and don’ts of effective employee crisis communication.

Table 3. Employee perspective on the dos and don’ts of effective crisis communication

Dos Don’ts
Information provision/communication Ignoring, and not communicating

Accuracy Silence

Accuracy, but not sharing all the details, semi- transparent Cover up

Guiding correctly Look for someone to blame

Solution-based Being unprepared

Get opinions, listen to employees Not shouting, ordering, or being rude

Explain how the crisis is going to impact them 

Right frequency of communication

Content that motivates and lifts up morale 

Sincerity 

Clarity of messages, clear understanding

Crisis training 
 

CONCLUSION

In today’s world, organisations are faced with different types of crises that could be easily 
exposed and publicised. These crises can negatively impact the activities of the organisation, 
its reputation and may damage relations with its stakeholders. The crisis literature 
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highlights the importance of preparedness for crisis and readily available detailed crisis 
communication plans. In crisis management, the importance of creating good relations 
with stakeholders and providing them with information is also frequently emphasised. In 
this regard, the employees are an equally important stakeholder group that needs attention 
from the management; they can be of help to the organisation they work for, but they need 
to be adequately informed first. According to Strandberg and Vigsø (2016), employees 
feel that management do not present all the information they need, which results in their 
sensemaking being based on assumptions and rumours, and on the culture of the unit.

This study attempted to understand the perception of employees on their roles in 
crisis and what is expected from their organisations during a crisis. The findings indicate 
that the employees do not see themselves as communicators or ambassadors of their 
organisations in crisis. This responsibility, that is, the communication function in a crisis 
is directed to the top manager(s). There are two factors why the employees do not see 
themselves as communicators. First, they perceive that the crisis should be managed 
professionally and with one voice. Secondly, they believe that if  the employees are satisfied 
with their job, then they can see themselves as playing a role. In other words, the support 
that the employee gives to the organisation in a crisis is dependent on how the employees 
had been treated before the crisis. 

Generally, employees expect to be informed accurately during a crisis.   They prefer 
to find out about the crisis from their organisations, rather than hear about it through 
mass media and social media. Adamu and Mohamad (2019) opined that crisis managers 
should involve organisational leaders and employees as primary stakeholders in crisis 
management. The fundamental thing that the employees demand in crisis communications 
is sincerity. For example, Subject 6 claimed that the “cliché” words that he/she hears from 
the supervisor are quite disturbing. Undoubtedly, employees expect sincere communication 
during crisis and even in non-crisis times. According to Saunders (1988), employees actively 
seek information despite the high perceptions of constraint induced by the organisation’s 
crisis. Participants also highlighted that their communication needs are rarely met by the 
their organisation or the media. 

The findings also reveal that employees may not have the same notion of crisis as 
described by crisis literature. Their interpretation of crisis management is somewhat more 
similar to issue management or problem solving. For example, Subject 9 mentioned a situation 
where their customers call and shout as a crisis. Employees also demonstrate mixed opinions 
with regard to transparency in a crisis. Some expect transparent communication or information 
sharing, whilst others prefer semi-transparency. For the latter, total transparency may cause 
panic and confusion. Therefore, they prefer customised messages to be communicated to 
employees as generic messages may not be appropriate or suit all stakeholders. In addition, 
the perspective of employees on crisis varies by industry and this turn, influences the roles 
and responsibilities they may have or want to take on in crisis management.  

According to Charoensukmongkol and Phungsoonthorn (2020), informal 
communication can play a compensatory role in helping employees trust formal 
communication to reduce the level of uncertainty during a crisis. This corroborates with 
this study which demonstrates that if  an organisation communicates effectively with its 
employees during normal times, then the employees will trust the organisation during a 
crisis. Similarly, Puyod and Charoensukmongkol (2021) showed that crisis communication 
on social media has a stronger effect on reducing employee resistance to change when 
organisational citizenship behaviour is high.  The present study also found that if  employees 
have a strong bond with their organisations, during crisis periods, they can adapt easily to 
changes that take place and continue to support the organisation.



Special Issue: ICEMC 2021

207

In comparing our findings with the communicative actions mentioned by Mazzei et 
al. (2012) within the crisis context, we can conclude that our study participants were more 
engaged in “search” and “interpretation” communicative actions whereas “sharing” was 
not mentioned much and even when it was mentioned, it was not appreciated. This can be 
attributed to three possible reasons. The first reason is related to the sense of belonging 
that the employee feels towards his/her organisation; the more satisfied an employee is, the 
more enthusiastic he/she will be in supporting the organisation. Secondly, the employees 
are concerned about making mistakes in the “sharing” action. Lastly, this finding strongly 
suggests that the “sharing” communicative action should be placed under the role of 
communication specialists and senior management of an organisation in line with their 
job descriptions. 

Theoretically and from the perspective of organisations, the importance attributed 
to employee relations/communications is increasing. This research is an attempt to 
understand how employees would like to be communicated to during organisational crises. 
In the domain of employee communication, crisis communication and employee relations 
are equally important and should be intensively discussed and researched. Hopefully, the 
new insights generated will guide organisations on how to communicate with one of their 
important stakeholder groups, their employees. In today’s world, we know that crises are 
very common. Thus, organisations should take cognisance of the power of employees, 
their influence and roles in organisational structures, specifically in crisis management. 

It is not possible to generalise the results of the study; however, this exploratory study 
sheds light on future research directions to understand this vital issue more. For example, 
does the size of the organisation or the type of the crisis raise different expectations from 
employees? Does the industry have an impact on the communication expected by employees 
during a crisis?  Does the attribution of the crisis create different employee reactions? 
For example, if  the organisation is blamed for the crisis, what type of information will 
they demand from the organisation or how would they act?  Does the education, age, 
the position or the seniority of the employee make a difference in their opinions towards 
crisis communication? Future research can also focus on organisations that have been hit 
by highly publicised crises using their employees as the sample. Future studies could also 
fruitfully explore this issue further using quantitative methods.

Open Access: This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 
License (CC-BY 4.0) which permits any use, distribution and reproduction in any medium, provided 
the original author(s) and the source are credited.
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Bryman, A. (2016). Social research methods. Oxford University Press.  
Caldiero, C., Taylor, M., & Ungureanu, L. (2010). Organisational and media use of technology during 

fraud crises.  In W. T. Coombs, & S. J. Holladay (Eds.), The handbook of crisis communication  
(pp. 396–409). Blackwell Publishing.

Charoensukmongkol, P., & Phungsoonthorn, T. (2020). The interaction effect of crisis communication 
and social support on the emotional exhaustion of university employees during the COVID-19 
crisis. International Journal of Business Communication, 59(2), 269–286.

Coombs, W.T. (2012). Ongoing crisis communication: Planning, managing, and responding. Sage.
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ABSTRACT

Using the scale of communication apprehension developed by McCroskey, a quantitative study 
was conducted to explore communication apprehension among undergraduate students in Abu 
Dhabi, United Arab Emirates (UAE). The study was conducted by distributing the personal report 
of communication apprehension (PRCA) questionnaire, randomly amongst college students in Abu 
Dhabi. Results show that demographics, age, or college year does not make any significant differences 
amongst the undergraduate students. A majority of students were found to have high Communication 
Apprehension (CA) with public speaking rather than other scenarios, and a lesser number of students 
were found to have a high CA level with one-on-one conversations. However, it is important to note 
that a significant number of them still tested to have a high CA with interpersonal communications.

Keywords: Communication apprehension, interpersonal communication, public speaking & 
group discussion
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INTRODUCTION

Communication apprehension (CA) is a phenomenon that exists among all individuals. 
Everyone encounters fear of speaking publicly or interpersonally to some degree 
and with this fear, comes feelings of anxiety, bashfulness, and timidity. Despite all the 
research that has been carried out for years (Allen & Bourhis, 1996; Arnold, 2007; Bowers 
1986; McCroskey 1984), there remains a significant gap in the understanding of the 
CA experience. According to Bragg (2017), approximately 35% of the individuals may 
experience high levels of communication apprehension causing a significant level of 
anxiety in facing interpersonal communication scenarios, inevitably leading to relational, 
academic, professional, interpersonal problems and disruptions over the course of his/her 
lifetime. 

Feelings associated with CA may be traits like ongoing anxiety experienced across 
multiple communicative scenarios or maybe situational such as anxiety experienced 
during the delivery of a public speech or attending a job interview. Undoubtedly, high CA 
individuals face challenges on a day-to-day basis and the experienced anxiety may weaken 
their perseverance and mental health (Bragg, 2017).

Most higher education institutions have been made aware of the importance of oral 
communication and have integrated it into their curriculum as its competence is highly 
prized for career success (Amiri & Puteh, 2018; Mohamed Noor et al., 2015). Institutions 
like Abu Dhabi University have imputed oral communication as part of its curriculum and 
a student cannot graduate without going through a series of public speaking experiences 
or communication, whether written or spoken. Limited research has been done on the 
CA levels of students in this region (Hopkyns & Nicoll, 2014) and therefore shortcomings 
in the education system have not been identified. This research is therefore timely and 
required as students need to be equipped with skills that are in line with the needs of 
society and the working world. This is because communication skills and the ability to give 
formal presentations are greatly emphasied upon by today’s employers. 

Furthermore, it has been stressed that many entry-level students in UAE universities 
possess English skills and communication skills that range from low to intermediate levels 
(Dahl, 2011). Having poor communication skills could also cause frustration and a lack 
of respect when important information becomes misunderstood, omitted or not properly 
conveyed (El-Sakran & El-Sakran, 2015). As research into understanding CA amongst 
university students in the UAE is lacking, this research will provide better insight into 
understanding the levels of CA amongst university students and to examine contributing 
factors such as gender and level of education. 

Lastly, this research would provide results that would aim at better informing the 
body of knowledge about CA, CA in UAE universities, the Abu Dhabi Department of 
Education and Knowledge, and the United Arab Emirates Ministry of Education. This 
would be beneficial to the development of syllabuses of university subjects that would help 
reduce the level of communication apprehension and help in enhancing the communication 
and presentation skills of university students in the UAE. 

When training and guidance are incorporated at an early stage, that is, better 
teaching and learning practices in elementary and high schools highlighting public speaking 
and communication skills, students will be better equipped to face university life. As such, 
this research would provide better insight into making a difference for students who are 
struggling with the effective management of CA by offering a better understanding of 
this issue and providing effective solutions to channel such forms of nervous energy into 
something positive  (Prentiss, 2017). This research is also important to help address the 
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issue of students with higher levels of CA scoring poorly in academics and are at a greater 
risk of dropping out of school.

Research on communication shows that all individuals experience CA at a certain 
percentage, with about 30% to 40% of individuals experiencing high levels of CA at 
some point during their lives (Bragg, 2017). The experience of anxiety that comes from 
communication for all individuals has ongoing physical and emotional implications 
affecting college experience for students with high CA as it may be demoralising, and 
cause prolonged effects for the student socially, academically, and cognitively. For the 
purpose of this study, CA is defined as an individual’s level of fear or anxiety associated 
with either real or anticipated communication with another person or persons (Bragg, 
2017). While the phenomenon of CA has been studied for some decades, the etiology and 
full understanding of the experience remains incomplete (Bragg, 2017).

Students are often viewed at the same level. The same teaching methods are applied 
and the learning curve is expected to be the same for all of them, without taking into account 
the fact that they all have different CA levels. This research could help the university derive 
better ways to assist students with high CA levels. These students if  not helped, will start 
and finish their time in university with the same level of CA.

Additional research is necessary to understand CA and to assist communication 
educators in developing curricula that are sensitive to the needs of high CA students. A 
greater understanding of a person’s experience possessing high CA will lead to better 
solutions. Abu Dhabi University’s programmes of study include communication training 
to complete courses but the current curricula offer limited acknowledgment or help for 
high CA students and they often have difficulty with various aspects of their courses. 

This study will help understand the levels of CA of students enrolled in Abu Dhabi 
University’s undergraduate programmes and how the levels of oral CA among the students 
and gender differences affect this.  

The objectives of the study are:
a. to measure the levels of oral CA among undergraduate students in Abu Dhabi 

University.
b. to examine differences in CA among different disciplinary groups such as between male 

and female students and among students in different university years.
The research involved students who were enrolled in Abu Dhabi University’s undergraduate 
programmes including males and females in all disciplines and levels. 

Research Questions
Data collected from the survey of 100 students were analysed to answer the research 
questions for this study:
a. What are the levels of CA with interpersonal conversation, public speaking, group 

discussions, meetings do students have?
b. Are there differences in the CA levels of male and female students?
c. Are there differences in the CA levels of students in different university years?

REVIEW OF LITERATURE

Communication can be verbal and non-verbal. Verbal communication involves the use 
of spoken words to convey meanings while non-verbal communication depends on body 
movements, facial expressions, and other forms of non-verbal communication (Kuang 
et al., 2014). CA, to date, is one of the most researched concepts within the field of 
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communication studies. Whilst early research about CA examined the fear or anxiety about 
communication within the United States, research into CA eventually spread to examine 
this condition within other countries and cultures (Neuliep, 2017). 

Although individual experiences with CA have a significant level of difference from 
person to person, every individual experiences some level of CA and this makes anxiety 
associated with communication prevalent. The experience of CA is powerful and affects 
the behaviour and choices of individuals. Individuals take considerable actions to avoid 
feelings associated with CA as they experience it in a variety of social settings. CA has 
been found to be consistent across all demographics with no differences attributed to 
subculture, gender,or age in how an individual may experience interpersonal CA. These 
feelings of anxiety and nervousness appear across a variety of communicative settings 
including group scenarios and may also be experienced while alone, in common day-to-day 
interactions with others, or during public speaking scenarios. 

Feelings of fear or nervousness are linked with the anticipation of having to 
communicate with another individual or individuals (Neuliep, 2012), especially with regard 
to fear of speaking in public (Frey & Blinee, 2017). The definition of CA by McCroskey 
remains the standard definition for CA among current researchers and serves as the 
primary link between studies in communication and other social science disciplines, which 
includes the current educational study. This phenomenon is also described as the fear 
of communicating with others (Prentiss, 2017). CA and feelings associated with anxiety 
from various scenarios involving speech or text, in the field of communication studies, are 
frequently occurring topics of research. 

CA is also understood as a common human experience that is identifiable, interesting 
and relatable and thus has wide scope for research to be conducted. While such research 
has strongly associated CA with public speaking situations, research into CA has and will 
continue to examine the causes, effects and consequences  it has on individuals, organisations 
and different demographic groups. Moreover, a large number of such research is focused 
on understanding CA amongst students registered at institutions of higher education 
(Prentiss, 2017). In addition to the multiple definitions of CA, individuals experience  
CA through multiple channels of communication such as writing, speaking, or singing,  
and in intrapersonal communication such as imagining, thinking, or scenario replay.  
CA research reveals three major themes concerning students and the CA experience 
(McCroskey, 2008). 

Firstly, Blume et al. (2013) proposed that CA and communication ability must be 
separated, as high CA individuals may be effective and competent communicators while 
experiencing feelings of anxiety during the communicative phenomenon. However, physical 
manifestations of CA may be misleading, as an individual with poor communication skills 
may display non-verbal cues associated with nervousness, yet may be feeling calm with 
low levels of CA (Blume et al., 2013). Therefore, feelings experienced due to CA are to be 
viewed from the perspective of communication skills and performance individually. Also, 
high CA individuals may be effective public speakers, have high CGPAs and may perform 
well academically throughout their college years. Such forms of communication anxiety 
need to be addressed,  as students who display high levels of CA are not able to compete 
with their peers with lower levels of communication anxiety, and would thus have a greater 
risk of dropping out of school. 

Secondly, CA is not limited to structured communicative situations such as formal 
presentational scenarios even though most individuals experience some level of anxiety in 
presenting a public speech (Bragg, 2017). Rather, the feelings of anxiety may be experienced 
by individuals in all interpersonal settings including one-on-one communication, group 
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interactions or while participating in formal meetings (Blume et al., 2013). CA may be 
pervasive and ongoing, and students, in particular, may be susceptible to anxiety, as CA 
affects all aspects of college life including interactions in the classroom, dormitory, and 
all curricular and co-curricular interactions. While speech anxiety is commonly identified 
as a common cause of CA, understanding the other factors and potential causes of 
communication apprehension is required. Research that examines the internal or external 
factors is vital to offer more information, skills, and hope to individuals who suffer from 
it. Such forms of research that offer the possibility of assisting individuals with CA can be 
done using techniques of visualisation and stress reduction or through the preparation of 
strategies and speech delivery basics (Prentiss, 2017). 

Thirdly, CA is not limited to real-life exchanges as anxiety felt in anticipation of 
social encounters can be just as nerve-racking as real encounters, and this anxiety, and the 
tendency of individuals to make decisions in order to limit or avoid these fear-inducing 
scenarios, may disturb and interfere with the everyday activities of an individual’s life. 
For each individual case under consideration, the role of imagination is important in 
understanding CA. CA can occur under any given situation within the settings of the 
classroom, workplace, family, social circle, intimate relationships, and society, which can 
be experienced by everyone in some form during their lives. 

At times, the fear can be seen as debilitating, problematic, and embarrassing 
(Prentiss, 2017). In terms of the differences between real and imaginary scenarios, there 
may not be a clear division between what is real and what is imagined. In reality, CA may 
cause harmful impacts such as inducing fear and weakening of their morale. While all 
individuals experience CA in both real and imaginary scenarios and with the two scenarios 
affecting one another, the overall definition of CA remains dynamic and the understanding 
of CA continues to evolve.  Understanding the norms and values provides insights into the 
meaning of things and ideas in the environment and society and the normative setting in 
which communication practices occur (Mohamed Salleh et al., 2019). 

In line with the research focus of this paper, it is argued that gender is not 
a  significant factor in affecting CA. Research about CA in male and female students 
pursuing accounting in a university reported that male students were less apprehensive as 
compared to female students (Elias, 1999). A study of 122 teacher-students demonstrated 
that females have a slightly higher rate of CA as compared to their male counterparts. 
This research is in line with a study about business and accounting students in the United 
Kingdom that similarly produced the results of female students showing higher levels of 
CA (Hassal et al., 2000). 

However, in a research examining the learning of English as a foreign language within 
the Japanese context, male students were shown to demonstrate higher levels of anxiety 
when they perceived their ability to speak in English as inferior to their female counterparts. 
It is argued that females face more fear and develop greater feelings of anxiety as compared 
to their male counterparts  as women are said to experience greater emotions of anxiety. 
While it is said that women do experience a higher level of CA and display higher levels of 
apprehensiveness than their male counterparts in public speaking, the correlation between 
learning, performance, anxiety, and gender nonetheless remains questionable. 

METHODOLOGY

This research was conducted using primary and secondary sources. For the primary 
research, a questionnaire was distributed randomly to 100 students enrolled in any 
undergraduate program in Abu Dhabi University using the stratified sampling method. 
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The sample comprising 50 males and 50 females of different ages and demographics were 
selected to examine whether the levels of CA are affected by gender, age, and background. 
The random selection method was chosen because of its ability to provide accurate results. 
This sample size was taken from a population of 8,000 students, with a confidence level of 
90% and an 8% margin of error. 

For the secondary research, journal articles, news articles, documentary videos, 
and various statistics were used to study the theories that relate to the subject. Using 
the Personal Report of Communication Apprehension (PRCA) (McCroskey, 1982), the 
PRCA-24 questionnaire used a 5-point Likert scale across 24 questions to measure CA 
in specific communicative situations that include public speaking, meetings, one-on-one 
communication, and group communication. PRCA has a high reliability range (α = .80 - 
.85). The score ranges between 24 and 120. The lower the score, the higher an individual’s 
comfort level is regarding communicating. The higher the score, the higher the anxiety an 
individual would feel about communicating. 

For each communicative situation (group discussion, meeting, interpersonal 
conversations, and public speaking), an individual’s score ranges between 6 and 30. The 
closer a respondent’s score is to “6”, the more comfortable that individual is with that 
particular type of communication scenario. Likewise, the closer the score is to a “30”, the 
higher that individual’s anxiety level is with that communicative scenario.

The levels of CA are classified as following:
Low level CA: 24 – 55 are low CA levels that are rare and classified as low 
apprehensiveness. This reflects a very high level of comfort, meaning that individuals 
with this level may speak out at any time, no matter the consequences.

Moderate level CA: 55 – 83 is classified as moderate apprehensiveness and are 
generally able to communicate in different scenarios, but the level of confidence 
depends on the audience, level of preparation, situation, and type of communication. 
This is situational CA where apprehension is not a controlling factor.

High level CA: 83 – 120 is classified as extreme apprehensiveness where the individual 
is unable to communicate in both virtual and real scenarios without feeling anxiety. 
This is a trait of  CA where apprehension is a controlling factor.

ANALYSIS OF DATA

The results are presented in tables. All questions are analysed and explained. 

Table 1. Levels of CA amongst Abu Dhabi University students

CA Level Number of Students, n=100
High 10

Moderate 77

Low 13

Table 1 shows the number of respondents in the different categories of CA. Out 
of the 100 students surveyed, 10% of them were found to have high CA (trait-like CA), 
13% were found to possess low CA and 77% have moderate CA, which is situational CA. 
This shows that Abu Dhabi University students are most likely to possess  moderate 
CA. Thus, depending on the communicative scenario or situation, their behaviour might 
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vary. According to Choi et al. (2015), this is the most common form of CA. 10% of the 
respondents possess the trait-like form of CA, where the individual experiences anxiety 
in all or most real and virtual social interactions and it is the most common type of 
communicative anxiety. To assess this category of people, we asked the respondents about 
their feelings related to all kinds of communicative scenarios including, dyadic, public 
speaking, meetings, and group discussions, and they scored high in all sections, resulting in 
having an overall high CA in communicative situations. 

Table 2. Degree of CA in relation to university year 

General CA ranking High CA Moderate CA Low CA Total
1st year 4 23 4 31

2nd year 0 17 3 20

3rd year 3 12 2 17

4th year 4 24 4 32

Total n=10 n=77 n=13 n=100

Table 2 shows that there is no significant difference found in the CA of respondents 
based on their university year as there were only +1 or -1 differences in the number of 
respondents in the different CA categories. No conclusion can be made on the correlation 
between university year and the level of CA.

Table 3. Degree of CA in group discussions 

Group Discussion High Moderate Low Total 
1st year 11 11 9 31

2nd year 8 8 4 20

3rd year 4 7 6 17

4th year 13 7 12 32

Total n=36 n=33 n=31 n=100

To analyse the level of CA in group discussions, respondents were asked about their 
feelings about participating.  Eleven respondents from 1st year were recorded to have high 
CA during group discussions and another 11 had moderate CA during group discussions. 
The remaining 9 respondents of the samples in 1st year were found to have low CA during 
group discussions. For samples in the 2nd year, 8 of the respondents recorded high CA 
and another 8 had moderate CA, while 4 had low CA. 4 respondents of samples in 3rd 
year had high CA, another 7 and 6 respondents had moderate and low CA, respectively. 
For samples in the 4th year, 13 respondents were found to have high CA during group 
discussions, 7 moderate, and 12 with low CA. 13 students in the 4th year were found to 
have the highest levels of CA. 

The levels of CA with respect to group discussion were divided almost equally 
amongst all levels with 36 of the respondents having high CA related to group discussion, 
33 with moderate level, and 31 with low levels of CA. 36% of respondents recorded 
high CA during group discussions — meaning they would suffer from general anxiety 
when faced with this communicative scenario (Bodie, 2010). On the other end, 31 of the 
respondents have low general anxiety when in group discussions, whereas Abu Dhabi 
University students exhibit all levels of CA in an equal ratio.
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Table 4. Level of CA in meetings 

Meeting High Moderate Low Total 
1st year 10 15 6 31

2nd year 6 8 6 20

3rd year 8 4 5 17

4th year 11 9 12 32

Total n=35 n=36 n=29 n=100

To analyse the communication apprehension related to meetings, respondents were 
asked about their feelings and behaviors exhibited when asked to participate in a meeting. 
36 respondents were found to possess moderate CA with meetings whereas 35 and 29 
respondents have high and low CA with meeting situations respectively, as shown in Table 
4. The results are similar to the group discussion, with the only difference being that less 
respondents fall under the low CA level for meetings compared to group meetings.

Table 5. Level of CA in interpersonal conversation 

Interpersonal Conversation High Moderate Low Total
1st year 8 12 11 31

2nd year 6 9 5 20

3rd year 6 6 5 17

4th year 8 11 13 32

Total n=28 n=38 n=34 n=100

To analyse the level of CA in interpersonal communication, we asked the 
respondents questions about their traits and feelings when it comes to dyadic situations. 
With interpersonal communication, 28% of respondents tested high levels of CA. That is to 
say even with one-on-one conversations, they would still be anxious and feel tense. 38% of 
all the respondents tested moderate in their level of CA during one-on-one communicative 
scenarios while 34% tested low CA.

Table 6. Level of CA in public speaking 

Public Speaking High Moderate Low Total
1st year 14 15 2 31

2nd year 7 9 4 20

3rd year 9 5 3 17

4th year 21 8 3 32

Total n=51 n=37 n=12 n=100

In the public speaking category, more than half  of the respondents have high CA 
levels, with 51% and some of them (12%) scored a low CA level. According to Bragg 
(2017), feelings associated with CA may include traits like ongoing anxiety experienced 
across multiple communicative scenarios, or maybe situational with anxiety experienced in 
specific situations such as public speaking or job interviews. High CA in public speaking 
does not affect their performance as students, although they may experience low self-
esteem, anxiety, and forgetfulness during communicative scenarios.
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Table 7. Differences in CA levels between males and females
General High CA Moderate CA Low CA Total
Male 4 41 5 50

Female 6 36 8 50

A total of 50 males and 50 females were sampled with the goal that they would be 
analysed together. The results showed 4 and 6 males and females, respectively falling in 
the high CA category. 41 male and 36 female respondents tested for moderate CA, while 
5 male and 8 female respondents had low CA, as shown in Table 7. The difference is not 
significant as most of the men and women were in the moderate CA category. More women 
were found to be in the high and low CA category in comparison to men. Generally, CA 
has been found to be consistent across all demographics with no differences attributed to 
subculture, gender, or age in how an individual may experience interpersonal CA. Also, no 
significant differences were found to be in correlation to university years.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

This research examined the level of CA of Abu Dhabi University students when placed 
in different scenarios. It also investigated if  there was a difference in the levels of CA 
based on gender. The results indicate that amongst the 100 students examined, only 10 
displayed high levels of CA whilst 13 displayed low levels of CA. A total of 77 students, 
however, displayed moderate levels of CA. These results indicate that apprehension is not 
a major factor of concern as the students display a moderate level of apprehensiveness and 
generally can communicate in various settings. This, however, is subject to the audience, 
level of preparation, situation, and type of communication. 

In terms of the degree of CA and university year of study, the findings however 
remain inconclusive. When respondents were asked how they felt about taking part in group 
discussions, the levels of CA displayed were almost equal in all university years of study. 
This form of equal levels of CA was also displayed by students when asked about their 
levels of apprehension during meetings. Once again, the levels of CA amongst students 
were equal across the university years when dealing with one-to-one communication. 
These results suggest that students do not feel apprehensive when they do not need to 
speak openly, in public or when involved in interpersonal communication. 

Higher levels of CA, however, are displayed differently when students were no 
longer within confined spaces of communication or in communicating with more than 
one person. When faced with public speaking, more than half  of respondents displayed 
high levels of CA, while only 12% showed low levels. Such forms of anxiety experienced 
could be in line with Bragg (2017) who argued that different forms of anxiety are based on 
specific situations or across multiple communicative scenarios. 

Lastly, an examination of whether males and females show different levels of anxiety 
demonstrated that CA is consistently displayed in both males and females. Thus, there are 
no significant differences found in relation to the year of study and gender of students. 

Feelings related to apprehension may be experienced in regular day-to-day 
communicative scenarios. Therefore, it can be concluded that anxiety due to communication 
is not limited to only public speaking scenarios, rather, individuals with high CA levels may 
experience these moments when alone, in small or large groups, in new settings, in familiar 
settings, or even in virtual scenarios. Students with high CA may have these feelings of 
anxiety when interacting with staff, in the parking lot, when ordering food, or asking for 
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directions, while other students with moderate or low CA may not feel so in these kinds 
of situations. CA individuals tend to be low verbalisers. Quiet is not always an indicator 
—  not all quiet people have CA, but invariably, all those with CA are quiet.

The three research questions guided the study throughout the quantitative research, 
the review, analysis, and discussion of the central understanding of CA among undergraduate 
students in Abu Dhabi University. During the study, it was observed that in several instances, 
the conclusions for each research question are similar and overlapping. All research objectives 
have been met and all research questions were answered. The conclusion drawn from the 
findings would be that students faced higher levels of anxiety that lead towards CA when 
placed in a situation that requires them to communicate with more than one person or to 
the public within a public space. Both male and female students display similar levels of 
apprehension and there is no significant difference in terms of levels of CA felt. The data and 
conclusion in this study would be able to help educators, educational institutions, researchers, 
and policymakers give careful consideration to the importance of CA amongst students, 
especially when dealing with anxieties felt in situations that require public speaking. 

LIMITATIONS AND SUGGESTIONS

This study is not without limitations. Firstly, the study was conducted amongst Abu Dhabi 
University students and needs to be expanded to other universities not just within Abu Dhabi 
but across the region to further understand CA amongst students within this region. This 
would allow the researchers to better understand the levels of CA amongst undergraduates. 

Secondly, as this research was not fully comprehensive, further research could 
suggest how to deal with students who are facing high levels of CA. This stage of research 
can also be expanded into providing suggestions in dealing with students with high levels 
of CA, particularly for the UAE region. Thirdly, this research does not generalise as the 
findings have managed to provide descriptions that represent real-life experiences within 
the context of a university in Abu Dhabi. As such, future studies could also be expanded 
beyond quantitative data. It is suggested that qualitative research that evaluates narrative 
accounts and allows for researchers to interact with participants through interviews, focus 
groups, discussions, and journal entries be carried out in order to better understand the 
experiences of individuals with CA (Prentiss, 2017).     

Finally, it would be interesting for future research to be expanded by examining 
students’ emotional well-being and how they react to stressful events in the university contexts 
within the UAE.  Further research needs to acknowledge how students from the UAE practise 
a collectivist culture where individuals see their self-worth and confidence drawn from being 
part of a group. As such, students would associate themselves with being incompetent if they 
are interrupted when speaking by teachers aiming to correct the students’ errors and thus 
alleviating their anxiety about communicating in public (Jendli & AlBarakati, 2019). More 
coursework that focuses on academic speaking, a learning environment that allows better 
participation in the classroom, and one that allows for making mistakes as part of the learning 
process would help prepare students for their various academic disciplines, would be a step in 
the right direction. This would be in line with the set-up of a classroom where instructors carry 
out less demanding activities that would allow participants to take part in speaking activities 
arranged in a developmental sequence and in a gradual fashion.

Open Access: This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 
License (CC-BY 4.0) which permits any use, distribution and reproduction in any medium, provided 
the original author(s) and the source are credited.
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ABSTRACT

Despite the high penetration of Internet use in Indonesia, the country is currently facing an alarming 
rate of hoaxes or misinformation. This phenomenon not only exhibits the inability to perform basic fact 
checking, but also the lack of critical thinking. Digital literacy is needed to assist people in applying 
critical thinking as they consume information and make use of the information to leverage their quality 
of life. Regardless of various curriculums and activities designed to impart digital literacy in Indonesia, 
notable weaknesses appear after a period of usage. First, the design of the digital literacy curriculum 
is merely based on text and the classical approach of teaching. Hence, it falls short of contextualising 
the learning for a larger audience outside of the school environment. Second, the digital literacy 
curriculum applies only for general situations. There has been insufficient instruction on how to apply 
it in specific contexts. A literature review pertaining to enable people to acquire digital literacy skills 
resulted in a novel training that should be developed to match such a need. This curriculum demands 
for new training themes, along with an approach that should be exercised to contextualise a digital 
literacy curriculum that matches Indonesia’s circumstances.

Keywords: Digital literacy, curriculum, themes, misinformation, context-based 



Constructing TULAR NALAR: A digital literacy curriculum for specific themes in Indonesia

224

INTRODUCTION

The rapid development of communication technology in Indonesia, like in other countries, 
poses a serious problem for digital literacy. The use of digital communication as measured 
by Hootsuite also shows an increasing trend. According to a 2022 report published by 
We Are Social Indonesia, Indonesia has 370.1 million mobile device users who spend an 
average of 8 hours and 36 minutes online daily on those devices (Hootsuite, 2022). From 
this number of mobile device users,  204 million are Internet users. This figure makes up 
73.7% of the total population of Indonesia (277.7 million). In the same comparison, there 
are 68.9% or 191.4 million active social media users (Hootsuite, 2022).

Unfortunately, the increasing number of Internet users and media consumption 
does not match the quantity of high-quality data and information available online. With 
the rise of social media users and digital content comes the issue of information abuse, 
such as misinformation/disinformation, colloquially known as a “hoax.” People who lack 
the critical ability to evaluate the content and source of information consume and share 
hoaxes and are prone to becoming victims of various political agendas or people playing 
pranks.

Gilster coined the term “digital literacy” in 1997. Prior to the term, new literacies 
emerged as social practices that evolved through multiple technologically mediated 
modalities (Byfield et al., 2016). Many theories, projects, and studies have been completed 
since then. The term “digital literacy” refers to a set of new communication competencies 
and skills that include the ability to search, select, analyse, evaluate, and create information 
in a variety of formats such as word, image, and sound (Supsakova, 2014). Immersed in 
the digital world, digital literacy has become an issue with far-reaching implications for a 
society whose individuals lack the ability to function as digitally literate individuals.

However, technological development creates a new culture and in turn, posits a 
challenge to the concept and practice of digital literacy. The definition and practice of 
digital literacy varies across countries, audience segments, contexts, and time periods. To 
address the current lack of critical thinking in the information ecosystem, a digital literacy 
curriculum that addresses the multi-layered social context must be developed. As the world 
continuously adopts an ever-evolving media landscape, which has resulted in a wide range 
of media use among various segments of society, we must also reconsider the approach to 
digital literacy development that can accommodate such transformations.  

This research intends to investigate the possibilities of developing a digital literacy 
curriculum to cater for Indonesians’ specific needs to protect themselves when faced with 
misinformation crises, as well as other issues resulting from a lack of critical thinking upon 
encountering such information. To address this issue, the research examines and rethinks 
the notion of digital literacy and digital literacy programmes in Indonesia, the type of 
digital literacy curriculum that should be developed, and the strategy that should be used 
for Indonesia’s current scenario. In short, it hopes to develop a digital literacy curriculum 
that accommodates the Indonesian setting, as well as address other possible issues.  

PROBLEM STATEMENT

Digital literacy skills are required across various fields where digital tools and resources are 
utilised (Mohamed Salleh, 2019).  In fact, people of all age groups practise digital literacy.  
This implies that the digital literacy curriculum should also apply to informal learning 
opportunities, which could become the key to bridging the gaps between the digital and 
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non-digital media, old and new practices, and the digital and non-digital communities 
(Meyers et al., 2013).  However, there is a discrepancy between the theory of digital literacy 
and its practices across many situations. 

Applying the general concept of digital literacy to a specific context or community 
will require further assistance, and even further research to comprehend the situation and 
to prepare the appropriate mitigation efforts (Mohamed Salleh, 2019). Thus, a personalised 
and thematic digital literacy education might be the solution for this issue. It is also 
worth considering an innovative way to develop digital literacy practices which could be 
accomplished by examining current practices and expanding the curriculum to cover local 
contexts and specific topics. 

METHODS

This research employed a qualitative approach which seeks to interpret human 
behaviour or stresses on the public’s general interpretation, as well as to make sense of 
their experiences to understand the social reality. Qualitative research investigates local 
knowledge and understanding of a given programme, people’s experiences, meanings and 
relationships, and social processes and contextual factors that led to certain policies or 
decisions (Haradan, 2018). As this research took place in a natural setting, the researchers 
have employed a qualitative approach to try providing an explanation through the lens of 
the investigated subject. To study the digital literacy initiative based on a specific theme 
pertaining to Indonesia, a literature review regarding the topic was also carried out, where 
the researchers reviewed theories and critics of digital literacy concepts and approaches. 
A desk review was also conducted to examine digital literacy practices and policies in 
Indonesia, followed by a series of interviews with experts and policymakers to discern the 
current situation of digital literacy practice in Indonesia, namely Dr. Dedy Permadi for 
digital literacy movement at the national level, Dr. Pandu Riono for Internet and public 
health issue, Dr. Novi Kurnia for digital literacy and community engagement, Dr. Puji 
Lestari for communication and disaster management, Ramaditya Adikara for digital 
literacy among the disability community, Wijaya Kusumah M.Pd for digital literacy in 
education institutions, Anita Wahid for intolerance and multiculturalism issues, and M. 
Erita Narhefati for psychological issues regarding digital literacy. 

RESULTS AND ANALYSIS

Digital literacy in practice: The need for context 
Digital literacy continues to develop across time and periods of technological advancements. 
During the early stages of its development, digital literacy was initially aimed at individuals. 
Digital literacy is important as it is applicable for education, economic development, job 
search, and even developing self-identity (Lee, 2014; Byfield et al., 2016). However, the 
centrality of technology and its pervasiveness in human life have placed digital literacy in 
a larger context. It has become a vehicle of participation in the community and a matter 
of social engagement by mediated social interactions (Thompson et al., 2014; Jaeger et al., 
2012; Lee, 2014).

Context and sociocultural aspects are also at play in building digital literacy. 
Digital literacy is more than mastering some skills, as it also comprises “a set of situated 
practices supported by diverse and changing technologies” (JISC, 2014; Martzoukou & 
Elliott, 2016). The implementation of digital literacy involves translating it from theory 
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to practice, which encompasses school curriculum and acknowledges the third space as 
the key to use (McDougall et al., 2018). It is in the third space among communities where 
negotiations in using technology are made. Therefore, rather than using curriculum as 
a point of departure to develop digital literacy, everyday literacy practices should be 
referenced as learning resources to overcome the lack or absence of digital literacy (Creer, 
2018).  Hence, it is necessary to accommodate local contextual factors in digital literacy 
practices (Brown, 2017). 

We would like to examine further on the “contextual” issues found in developing 
digital literacy. Usually, digital literacy practices will be imparted following lessons of digital 
literacy theory. By nature, these practices are applicable in many situations. Furthermore, 
these practices can be later developed into a more complex form of exercise which comes 
in the form of case studies. So, “context” or ”contextual practices” can be incorporated 
into the subsequent exercise forms of the practice later.  Prior to achieving the capabilities 
of applying digital literacy to certain contexts, an individual is required to master certain 
skills beforehand. These skills take time to be taught, practised, and evaluated until they 
are ready for application in real-life situations.

We argue that putting the contextual aspect as a higher level of digital literacy is no 
longer sufficient. As we are living in a constant state of information disruption, the society 
requires a more direct approach to teaching digital literacy as a basic skill for individuals 
while engaging with its societal context. The “normal route” structure in developing digital 
literacy should be reversed or modified. To meet today’s challenges, everyone needs to 
master digital skills while being able to apply them across contexts at the same time.

Through a context-based digital literacy curriculum, anyone can learn how to 
master digital literacy skills to solve problems in specific contexts. However, we should first 
recognise that a context-based digital literacy strategy would have to accommodate the 
needs of certain segments of the society, such as in the case of the disability community that 
faces constant prejudice and the lack of appropriate Internet-connected gadgets (Alsalem, 
2016). In this case, a digital literacy curriculum centred around disability issues would solve 
the problem not only for the disabled but also for able-bodied people by understanding 
the former’s issues and assisting them. The importance of context in digital literacy was 
prevalent in the research interviews. Educators expressed the need to research as many 
case studies as possible. “One should not assume that once a digital literacy principle is 
introduced, everyone will be able to apply it in all situations” (W. Kusumah, April 23, 2020). 
In the next section, it is necessary to define the context and theme of digital literacy based 
on real-life case studies in Indonesia.

Digital literacy development: A top-down vs bottom-up approach
Digital literacy is a sophisticated concept. In the form of a curriculum, technical aspects 
such as lesson plans, measurements, instruments, levels of competencies and indicators 
come into play. This predominates any efforts to develop digital literacy from school-
based to out-of-school setting, from formal environment to informal environment, from 
instructional approach to sociocultural practice (Thompson et al., 2014; Bhatt, 2012; 
Creer, 2018). Originating from scholarly work and a body of knowledge conceptualised 
by academia, most methods in teaching and developing digital literacy are “top-down” 
in nature, such as government policies. The achievement of digital literacy coverage 
becomes a cornerstone for each of these ambitious objectives and to meet such objectives, 
a range of curriculum initiatives are devised and implemented across the world, along with 
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standardised instruments of evaluation (Thompson et al., 2014). However, critics argue 
that a top-down approach in government policies and standardised measurements lead 
to a lack of progress. Further, this approach demands huge investments, from resource to 
human capital, and time. It is also slow, difficult to adapt, and too rigid for technological 
advancements to meet its standards. This is a classical problem resulting from a reliance 
on government policies as the main avenue for improving human capital (Beblavy & 
Muzikarova, 2021).

The top-down approach in digital literacy development is often focused on catering 
to the existing system. No other agency is better suited to achieve educational goals than 
educational institutions. This causes not only a digital divide between students and non-
students, but also between the digitally literate and the digitally illiterate community, or 
between the digital community and non-digital community. In the end, the problem of 
digital inclusion might prevail and threaten the quality of democracy itself, since literacy 
and information have become a vital requirement for democratic systems (Lee, 2014).

On the other hand, the bottom-up approach in developing digital literacy takes a 
different perspective as compared to the top-down approach. The initiator or the source 
of the initiative does not matter. Digital literacy is not merely mastering skills but also 
engaging with digital media. If  engagement with digital media is considered a part of the 
digital literacy repertoire, then all situations should be taken into account, particularly 
daily life activities and informal settings (Thompson et al., 2014). Integrating digital 
literacy principles in the daily routine requires considerations on many levels and is closely 
related with digital media usage across various situations. From a culturalist point of view, 
it is also associated with several demographics and certain lifestyles (Creer, 2018). Hence, 
investigating digital literacy practices in everyday life is as important as researching the 
concepts for curriculum purposes. In short, the bottom-up approach begins with best 
practices of digital literacy, rather than theories or concepts.

Rapid advancements in technology have resulted in a plethora of new modes to 
apply in media. Newer and more advanced technologies and gadgets continue to emerge. 
People have creatively incorporated their devices to meet their needs, often in ways that 
contradict the nature and competency of digital literacy.  Even as the top-down approach 
attempts to address the gap among students and teachers in the access and use of digital 
devices, this remains an unresolved issue across various segments of society (Thompson 
et al., 2014). Considering that engagement with digital media also occurs in daily life and 
other informal settings, it is important to consider that the bottom-up approach can help 
to close the gaps of the top-down approach. Grassroots initiatives run by companies or 
NGOs, for example, can offer alternative ways to improve digital literacy, thereby filling 
the policy and implementation gaps (Beblavy & Muzikarova, 2021).

Digital literacy in Indonesia: The movement and the curriculum
Digital literacy competency, particularly its technical aspects, has been long incorporated 
in the Indonesian National Curriculum. The Ministry of Education and Culture 
(Kemendikbud) proposed the integration of the ICT subject in schools to tackle the need for 
global competitiveness. At the same time, campaigns for digital literacy were also actively 
promoted to the public, which included non-profit organisations and academia. The main 
reason for mooting this movement can be ascribed to concerns about the negative impacts 
of media and technology consumption (Kurnia & Astuti, 2017). Yet, the approach towards 
the comprehensive nature of digital literacy was quite protracted. Figure 1 shows, at a 
glance, the timeline of the digital literacy movement in Indonesia.
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Digital Literacy 

Programs

Reinstalment of 
Specific ICT Subject

Integration of 
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Subjects
Specific ICT 

Subject

2006 National 
Education 
Curriculum

2013 National 
Education 
Curriculum

2013 National 
Education 
Curriculum

Multi-stakeholders 
Digital Literacy 

Programs

Non-Governmental 
Level

Governmental 
Level

Figure 1. Timeline showing the development of the digital literacy curriculum in Indonesia 

To elaborate the initiatives which have been conducted both at the governmental 
and non-governmental level, the following section offers a better picture.

Governmental  
The Indonesian government took into account the need for ICT integration since the 
2000s, although its implementation was not directly associated with the notion of digital 
literacy. Indonesian students are introduced to the basic mastery of digital devices from the 
elementary level itself. Basic digital literacy lends itself  to the mastery of digital equipment 
such as telephone (Tornero, 2004; Jacobs, 2006); television, (Withrow, 2004; Buckingham, 
2006); computers (Alkali & Amichai-Hamburger, 2004; Bawden, 2008). Some ICT 
initiatives took place in specific learning institutions or programmes such as open and 
distance learning (Belawati, 2002), distance learning through WhatsApp (Ansori, 2018), 
e-learning in LMS for students (Adri, 2003) or distance learning through SMS (Ordiyasa, 
2003). This implementation was driven by research regarding the need for ICT integration 
into the curriculum (see Wardiana, 2002; Wahyudin, 2004; Chaeruman, 2005). In 2006, 
KTSP (Kurikulum Tingkat Satuan Pendidikan) or subject-level curriculum introduced the 
ICT subject into elementary, junior, and senior high school levels. The ICT subject was 
intended to prepare students for the rapid technological changes taking place in science, 
technology, and the arts globally. In general, the ICT subject in the KTSP curriculum 
teaches students how to operate digital devices and browse the Internet.

Unfortunately, in the new 2013 National Curriculum or Kurikulum 2013 (K13), 
the ICT subject has been integrated, to some extent into school subjects, although some 
consider it as being revoked from the curriculum altogether. The public decried the decision 
of integrating ICT into school subjects. In response, Kemendikbud denied retracting the 
subject from K13 and only admitted to the integration. With this development, all the 
teaching-learning of subjects is done using ICT media, supplementary to face-to-face 
teaching. However, digital literacy has not been thoroughly adopted. Similar to the 2006 
curriculum, the technical aspects are apparent such as, integration of asynchronous learning 
in the Bahasa Indonesia subject (Winda, 2016), virtual lab for the Physic subject (Yusuf 
et al., 2015), Microsoft Mathematics in the Maths subject (Oktaviyanthi et al., 2015), and 
many more. On the other hand, the integration of ICT into school subjects has posed 
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some challenges such as ineffectual impact (Destiana & Soenarto, 2014), lack of funding 
(Qohar, 2016), intricate preparation (Rachmawati et al., 2016), and perplexing items of 
evaluation (Syahrurramadhan, 2016). Some governmental initiatives are as follows:
a. Gerakan Literasi Nasional (GLN) Kemendikbud 
 GLN Kemendikbud (National Literacy Movement by Ministry of Education and 

Culture), which commenced in 2015, was an initiative to bring together all potential 
and expanding communities of the literacy movement to develop literacy in Indonesia. 
Digital literacy in GLN was based on three principles from Mayes and Fowler 
(2006), namely digital competence, digital usage, and digital transformation. Yet in 
its implementation at school, only the competence and usage principles were adopted 
(Desi, 2020; Hasibuan, 2020; Putri & Ningsih, 2020).

b. National Movement for Digital Literacy (GNLD) Kominfo
 Since 2017, the Siberkreasi Ministry of Communication and Information led the Gerakan 

Nasional Literasi Digital (GNLD) which aims to reach more than 12.4 million trainees 
in the 514 districts of Indonesia per year. The programme intends to organise at least 
20,000 trainings based on modules and curricula targeting the four pillars of digital 
literacy: Digital Ethics, Digital Safety, Digital Skills, and Digital Culture. While GNLD 
covers the main cores of digital literacy, the target audience of the programme are too 
broad — the public, academics, professionals, teachers, and the like. Nevertheless, the 
four modules were implemented quite successfully by some researchers such as Digital 
Ethics (Hidayat, 2021), Digital Safety (Niyu & Purba, 2021), Digital Skills (Arianto, 
2021), and Digital Culture (INRUKA, 2018). 

c. BSSN Digital Literacy: Culture of information security
 Security and ethics are at the forefront of BSSN’s (Badan Siber dan Sandi Negara) 

digital literacy initiatives. The importance of learning cyber ethics should be taught 
early. Students, parents, teachers, elderly, individuals with disabilities, and other sectors 
of society who may be vulnerable to cybercrime must be educated on how to use the 
Internet safely and responsibly. The principles of BSSN digital ethics have been analysed 
in some areas such as e-commerce (Silalahi et al., 2019), privacy security (Wicaksana et 
al., 2020) and cyberthreat (Rofii, 2018).

Multi-stakeholder
The multi-stakeholder approach has also been adopted in developing the nation’s digital 
literacy. The following programmes were developed to cater to several stakeholder groups, 
namely government, tech companies, and NGOs or CSOs. These initiatives employed 
a more bottom-up approach where the programme is customised to fit a particular 
community or skill based on previous research from the parties involved. Generally, the 
output of the programme are available for free in the form of online resources or offline 
printed materials. Examples of multi-stakeholder initiatives are as follows:
a. Facebook Indonesia
 Asah Digital, developed by Facebook Indonesia, is a learning platform available at 

https://wethinkdigital.fb.com/id/id-id/. This initiative involves experts from all over 
Indonesia and provides resources to build a responsible global community of digital 
citizens with the necessary skills. It is a partnership with PGRI (teacher organisation), 
Siberkreasi (Kominfo), dosomething.org (social movement), YCAB Foundation (youth 
movement), and Sudah Dong (anti-bullying campaign).

b. Japelidi Digital Literacy book series
 Japelidi Digital Literacy Series was the first program to put Japelidi’s ten digital literacy 

competencies into practice. The goal of this series of publications is to provide an 
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adequate and user-friendly digital literacy resource (Kurnia et al., 2018). Hence, the 
public, including academics, digital literacy activists, students, and other citizens can 
utilise each book as a daily guide. Despite the fact that each book has a unique topic 
and readership, the language is quite basic and straightforward. These modules are 
effective public education. As such, Japelidi’s digital literacy campaign can serve as a 
model for the wider community to learn about the digital divide (Widiantara, 2021).

c. JaWara (WhatsApp and ICT Watch) 
 WhatsApp and ICT Watch collaborated to promote digital literacy in Indonesia through 

JaWAra Internet Sehat. It is a grassroots education movement led by young people 
in 28 Indonesian provinces. According to ICT Watch Program Manager, Indriyatno 
Banyumurti, the programme was developed in response to the high number of 
misinformation and digital literacy issues in Indonesia during the COVID-19 pandemic.

d. STOP Hoax Indonesia (MAFINDO–Google News Initiatives)
 Since 2016, Masyarakat Anti Fitnah Indonesia’s (MAFINDO) main concern has been 

bridging volunteerism with the pursuit of hoax awareness and fact-checking ability for 
people. Carson and Fallon (2021) stated that MAFINDO has become a frontrunner in 
campaigning fact-checking and digital literacy in Indonesia. One of the programmes 
conducted in 2019 was STOP Hoax Indonesia, which was a collaborative programme 
between MAFINDO and Google News Initiatives. This programme aimed to increase 
awareness and fact-checking skills among youths and housewives. By this, it is hoped 
that they will become agents of social change. In terms of their modules and learning 
materials (video web series), some researchers found them beneficial (Nur Safitri, 2019; 
Rahmaniah & Rupita, 2020; Astuti et al., 2020).

 
Table 1. Indonesia’s digital literacy programmes

Programme Focus Approach Output
2006 National 
Curriculum

Implementation of 
technical skills of digital 
devices

Top-down (governmental 
level policy)

Compulsory ICT subject 
for elementary, junior, & 
senior

2013 National 
Curriculum

Integration of technical 
skills of digital device 
and Internet

Top-down (governmental 
level policy)

Revocation of ICT 
subject and integration 
into all subjects

Gerakan Literasi 
Nasional 
(Kemendikbud)

Introduction of digital 
literacy principles and 
practices at school and 
home

Top-down (ministerial 
level initiative)

Digital literacy modules 
available online

Gerakan Nasional 
Literasi Digital 
(Kominfo)

Introduction of four 
pillars of digital literacy 
(Skill, Ethic, Culture and 
Safety)

Top-down (ministerial 
level initiative)

Webinar, workshops, and 
talk shows based on four 
modules

BSSN Digital 
Literacy

Introduction and best 
practices of digital ethics 
and safety

Top-down (government 
agency- level initiative)

Modules and seminars to 
educate on digital ethic 
and safety

Facebook’s Asah 
digital programme

Online learning 
regarding digital ethics 
and safety

Top-down (corporate-
government level 
initiative)

Online learning platform 
and modules available 
for free

Japelidi Digital 
Literacy book 
series

Introduction and 
discussion regarding 
notion and best practices 
for digital literacy

Top-down (academia-
government level 
initiative)

Series of digital literacy 
books, webinar and talk 
shows
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Programme Focus Approach Output
JaWara 
(WhatsApp and 
ICT Watch)

Discussion and 
implementation of 
digital ethic practices for 
youth empowerment

Bottom-up (corporate-
CSO level initiative)

Workshops and seminars 
for youth to tackle 
digital ethics issues 

STOP Hoax 
Indonesia (GNI 
and MAFINDO)

Introduction and 
practice of fact checking 
and digital literacy 
education for youth and 
housewives

Bottom-up (corporate-
CSO level)

Workshops, modules, 
and web series to educate 
on fact checking and 
digital literacy

Looking at the existing digital literacy initiatives in Indonesia, we can conclude 
that the top-down approach is the most dominant. Furthermore, the basis on how digital 
literacy is taught is either too general or too technical. While it is true that context plays 
a pivotal role in both teaching and practice, however, neither actual cases nor day-to-day 
problems have become its primary guide. Since digital literacy lessons start with practice, a 
similar model based on the top-down approach is bound to be repeated.

Constructing Tular Nalar: A thematic digital literacy
Digital literacy concerns not only accessibility, that is, availability of appropriate 
infrastructure but also pertains to skills, ability, and critical thinking (Meyers et al., 2013). 
However, as we face massive information abuse, digital literacy principles should be 
translated into an applicable solution for our daily routine. 

The top-down approach in developing digital literacy currently predominates the 
Indonesian digital literacy movement. The teaching method of digital literacy is based 
on a national standardised curriculum, which leaves little room for social nuances and 
other issues associated with daily lives. Digital literacy as a solution should be practical, 
contextual, and simple enough to be applied in specific situations. This prompted our 
investigation into the development of a digital literacy curriculum based on specific themes. 

Developing specific themes of digital literacy: Choosing the theme 
In order to conduct an in-depth study, which includes observing the needed themes for 
specific contexts in digital literacy, we reviewed important events and situations signifying 
the importance of critical thinking to avoid social conflicts as well as to assist people to 
navigate towards accurate information. These conflicts can be attributed to misinformation 
or hoaxes during a specific event and/or regarding that situation. Apart from being able to 
select and evaluate the quality of information found online, netizens must also be able to 
utilise the information for various objectives to enhance their quality of life. We analysed 
a report on the dissemination of hoaxes in Indonesia, as well as other papers that indicate 
the necessity for specific digital literacy ability to identify hoaxes.  

Based on the annual report of hoax mapping conducted by MAFINDO’s research 
and development team, several predominant themes were identified (MAFINDO, 2019; 
MAFINDO, 2020): politics, religion, health and disaster. These four themes were prevalent 
in the hoaxes reported annually in Indonesia. The recurrence of these issues suggests that 
aside from public dialogue that is needed to curtail hoaxes, critical thinking skills  is equally 
important to prevent any negative consequences from the propagation of such hoaxes/
misinformation. 

We also conducted interviews with several digital literacy activists and experts to 
gather information about areas that need more emphasis or have been overlooked in the 

Table 1 (con’t)
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digital literacy discourse. The analysis of the interview data and literature review on digital 
inclusion, digital gap, and digital divide revealed eight themes as the context for a bottom-
up approach to developing digital literacy. These themes are the point of departure to 
develop specific digital literacy modules under the Tular Nalar programme which will be 
further explained in the following section, along with description of each proposed theme.

The specific themes of digital literacy: Constructing Tular Nalar 
The Tular Nalar programme, powered by Google, was developed at the beginning of the 
pandemic in 2020. The programme aims to build critical thinking skills among netizens who 
encounter massive information (mostly from the Internet) using a two-pronged approach. 
Firstly, Tular Nalar aims to develop digital literacy that caters to specific themes. Secondly, 
Tular Nalar aims to develop “un-curricularised” digital literacy principles which are more 
acceptable to the society at large. Tular Nalar reflects a bottom-up approach to develop 
digital literacy by making it more contextual using specific problems people face. Managed 
by a consortium of three civil organisations, that is, MAFINDO, Maarif  Institute, and 
Love Frankie, Tular Nalar also embodies the backbone of a bottom-up approach in which 
civil participation addresses and resolves a society’s problems. The themes developed by 
Tular Nalar are as follows:
a. Internet and the classroom
 School is an ideal place for teaching digital literacy. Yet from the start, the subject of 

digital literacy had been assigned to those who teach computer science. This is probably 
because the Internet or digital platform is perceived as merely a tool, and not a mass 
social medium. The students are taught to understand the structure of information 
and impact of media — both positive and negative, but lack the awareness of  media 
or information literacy (Mazdalifah & Syamitri, 2016; Azeharie et al., 2016; Sánchez-
Cruzado et al., 2021). In this regard, we argue that a digital literacy curriculum should 
be taught by all subject teachers.

  Despite these shortcomings, classrooms could serve as a model for how digital 
literacy can be integrated into school subjects. Students may learn how to verify 
information, assess information sources, evaluate information quality, and decide 
whether to share it. Students learn and practice moral virtues while judging the value 
of information by posing as agents of good and useful information (Amanda Gelgel et 
al., 2020). 

b. Internet and digital parenting
 Digital parenting includes parenting efforts and practices that comprehend, support, 

and regulate children’s digital activities. However, this does not necessarily imply that 
parents are at the forefront of digital literacy. For parents, the availability of Internet-
based media is both beneficial and challenging (Kumpulainen & Gillen, 2017). Parents 
are generally concerned with the ubiquity or pervasiveness of the Internet in their 
children’s lives. Content published on websites, blogs or other mediums frequented by 
their kids outside of their supervision has also become a cause for concern (Benedetto 
& Ingrassia, 2020). 

  The basic form of Digital Parenting Scale combines two variables, i.e., approval 
of effective media use and protection against risks in digital media. However, the 
subject has expanded from basic digital literacy to include cybersecurity, safe Internet 
use, online games and risk aversion, digital footprint, benefits and repercussions of 
ICT, as well as internet friendly environment (Tosun & Mihci, 2020). These issues need 
to be addressed in the specific theme of digital literacy dan parenting.
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c. Internet for health literacy
 Throughout the COVID-19 pandemic, there has been plenty of misinformation and 

rumours, to the extent that this “infodemic” triggered panic and distrust among 
individuals and governments around the world. The infodemic has also obstructed 
public health efforts such as vaccinations and official public communication, both 
of which are critical in limiting the virus transmission and saving lives (Wan Mohd 
Ghazali et al., 2021; Salman, 2021; Syahputra et al., 2021). People will be able to 
critically evaluate information related to health concerns encountered online if  they 
are equipped with digital literacy skills. The theme of health digital literacy would also 
assist people in accessing established and trustworthy health sources and services to 
address their health concerns or queries. 

d. Internet and disaster management
 Indonesia is a country prone to natural disasters. In 2017, the country experienced 

2,869 natural disaster events. On top of the list is flooding (34.12%), followed by 
tornadoes (30.92%), and landslides (29.56%) (Kurnia et al., 2018;  Bate, 2018). In a state 
of emergency, people’s quest for information differs from during normal times. When 
psychological and emotional tensions rise, causing uncontrollable panic and anxiety, 
this could lead to serious consequences such as damage to public property or riots. 
The spread of hoaxes during times of uncertainty exacerbates the situation and may 
result in serious repercussions. When harmful rumours are spread rapidly, appropriate 
emergency measures are necessary to not only prevent people from believing them, but 
also to curtail their dissemination (Huo & Cheng, 2018).

  One key determinant to protect individuals from false information is information 
literacy (or media literacy), which involves the “careful retrieval and selection of 
information available / … / in all aspects of personal decision-making” (Torpan et al., 
2021). Based on this discussion, it is necessary to address misinformation and disaster 
management as a single theme.

e. Internet for citizenship
 Misinformation threatened the conducive electoral process during the Indonesian 

Presidential Elections in 2014 and 2019. Political misinformation was visible at every 
stage of the election process, from ballot misinformation to character assassination 
of certain political figures and presidential candidates, as well as voting procedures 
and ballot counting (Mujani & Kuipers, 2020; Aminulloh et al., 2021). Indonesians 
learned a valuable lesson that political hoaxes can disrupt democracy processes. Hence, 
it is very important to incorporate critical thinking and digital literacy principles for 
political education as a part of digital citizenship.

  Digital citizenship is the ability to engage positively, critically, and competently 
in the digital environment. The aim of digital citizenship education is to improve 
users’ knowledge, skills and understanding that are required to exercise and defend 
their democratic rights and responsibilities online, and to promote and protect human 
rights, democracy and the rule of law in cyberspace (Council of Europe, 2021). Thus, 
Tular Nalar addresses the issue by emphasising the importance of digital literacy to 
seek optimum function and meaning of digital citizenship.

f. Internet for peace and multiculturalism 
 By nature, Indonesia is pluralistic and diverse. However, there have been instances 

when Indonesia’s diversity presented substantial contentious issues. Religions (Muslim 
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vs. non-Muslim), ethnicity (Javanese vs. non-Javanese), and sociological groups 
(military/bureaucrats/Chinese) have led to the brink of social conflicts. Others include 
sociocultural segments such as secularist vs religious Muslims, as well as modernist vs 
conservative Muslims (Susanto et al., 2020).

  Technologies and platforms hold enormous promise for promoting peace and 
resolving sensitive issues. They do, however, also create complex hazards and vulnerabilities. 
Online disinformation, propaganda, and cyberbullying are examples of harmful Internet 
behaviour that can have severe implications for individuals and societies (Farrah et al., 2017; 
Aisha, 2020). Further, threats originating from “religious misinformation” could trigger 
conflicts in various contexts. It is closely related to issues of intolerance which display 
insensitivity to the reality of Indonesia’s diversity (Alam, 2016). UNESCO considers digital 
literacy as a critical “enabler” of socio-economic transformation. The challenge lies in 
applying it effectively in the Indonesian context to successfully reduce hoaxes (Peace Direct, 
2020). Tular Nalar adopts this standpoint and develops specific digital literacy to promote 
peace and resolve multiculturalism issues. 

g. Internet for people with disability
 Everyone, including those with disabilities, should be able to master media, digital, and 

information literacy to engage in meaningful interactions (Friesem, 2017). Technology 
plays a significant role in assisting people with disabilities to gain access and develop 
digital literacy skills. New mobile devices (e.g., tablets or smartphones) and their 
applications are rapidly growing and demonstrating advantages over computers or 
laptops. These devices have made it possible  for people with disabilities to access the 
Internet with different levels of physical and cognitive abilities (Alsalem, 2016).

  Digital Literacy for Disability created by Tular Nalar, in the first year aims 
to develop a digital literacy curriculum for visually impaired people. The task 
of accommodating visually impaired people is quite challenging because most 
communication technologies are, by nature, visual-based (Khan et al., 2016).

h. Basic Internet skills
 Basic Internet skills lay out the foundation of competencies needed to access and 

interact in digital platforms. The theme comprises accessing the Internet, processing 
the information, designing and sharing information using digital devices. A simple task 
yet fundamental is used to practise and test the skills. A video as the learning tool is 
also provided, by utilising the COVID-19 pandemic to emphasise the importance of 
these skills as a means of survival.

In total, there are eight themes for a more customised digital literacy curriculum. 
For each of those themes, eight competencies of digital literacy, which were introduced 
in the first theme namely ’Basics of Digital Skills’ will be incorporated. With the aim to 
“de-curricularise” the digital literacy principles, Tular Nalar developed three cascading 
levels of digital literacy, namely Know, Response and Resilience. Know is the basic level 
whereby the learner masters the skill and aptitude of digital literacy for themselves as 
individuals – sufficient enough to avoid any negative or dangerous consequences. Response 
is another step forward from Know where learners may employ their digital literacy to 
actively respond to a situation. The most advanced level is ‘Resilience,’ which suggests 
that this level of digital literacy allows learners to respond to potential online threats. It 
also represents their ability to solve an issue in the digital realm through collaboration. 
Tular Nalar’s objective expands beyond individuals and intends to make digital literacy a 
medium for addressing larger societal issues.
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This topic can be further investigated to address a number of challenges that emerged 
from the study findings. First, to what extent is Tular Nalar’s special design of digital literacy 
relevant, intelligible, and adaptable to wider audience or laypeople? What kind of special 
training is required as a part of the socialisation process to share the distinctive theme of 
Tular Nalar’s digital literacy? What kind of monitoring and evaluation instruments could 
effectively grasp the altered behaviour and quantify the progress of targeted outreach to 
prevent Tular Nalar’s design of digital literacy from slipping back into the trappings of a 
rigorous curriculum?

Each theme of digital literacy generates a lively public discussion. In many cases, 
two or three themes can be found in a single piece of misinformation that had been widely 
disseminated and caused a significant impact. This is a common occurrence in the real 
world, and this particular situation poses additional difficulties.

CONCLUSION

Our study establishes that there is a conspicuous demand for digital literacy. However, the 
general principle of digital literacy is insufficient in its current form as it unsatisfactorily 
fails to address the problem in reality. Hence, contextualising digital literacy principles into 
local contexts and needs from the ground up is essential. Digital literacy could be applied 
precisely in a preferable manner using this approach. 

This research identified eight themes as the core of the bottom-up approach for digital 
literacy, namely Basics of Digital Skills, Internet and the Classroom, Digital Parenting, 
Digital Citizenship, Internet for Peace and Multiculturalism, Internet for Health Literacy, 
Internet and Disaster Mitigation, and Internet for People with Disabilities. Recognising the 
future challenges faced by the programme,  our next step is to conduct a peer review with 
relevant stakeholders and to schedule a pilot test with selected target groups for each theme.

Open Access: This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 
License (CC-BY 4.0) which permits any use, distribution and reproduction in any medium, provided 
the original author(s) and the source are credited.
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ABSTRACT

The Malaysia-Indonesia haze conflict has a long history dating back to 1997. The transboundary haze 
due to forest and land fires in Indonesia affects the health and economy of Malaysia. In addition to 
cultural and boundary disputes, the haze issue has put a strain on the country’s bilateral relationship. 
The ongoing debate in the media has only compounded the situation, to the extent that the citizens of 
both countries harbour resentment and distrust against each other. Guided by the social construction 
of reality theory, this research analyses two Indonesian news portals, Kompas.com and AntaraNews.
com, to explore how the media uses signs to make meaning of the haze crisis in Malaysia. Using social 
semiotic methods to identify signs in the text, this study finds that Kompas.com constructs the reality 
of haze in Malaysia as an effect; whilst AntaraNews.com builds its haze news as a consequence. 
The former interprets the haze as a serious prolonged incident that has been affecting Malaysia in 
many ways including health, economy, education, and people’s welfare, hence the media urges the 
Indonesian government to take responsibility and resolve the issue immediately. On the other hand, 
AntaraNews.com has a long version of storytelling by first admitting the haze has caused tremendous 
effects to Malaysia which motivates the country to aid Indonesia in mitigating the issue. At the same 
time, AntaraNews.com criticises Malaysia for being irresponsible toward their own companies in 
Indonesia that carry out open burning to open new plantations. Within the scope of environmental 
journalism’s code of ethics, the media’s portal responsibility and roles in creating awareness about 
haze to the public can be argued.

Keywords: Haze, signs, social semiotic, media, Indonesia, Malaysia
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INTRODUCTION

The Malaysia-Indonesia bilateral relationship is one of the most important relationships in 
the Asian region with its natural dynamics rife with cooperation and conflicts over decades 
in issues such as culture, borders and environmental problems (Ludiro et al., 2016). Forest 
and land fires is one of many environmental issues suffered by Indonesia since the 1990s 
and today, devastates 750 thousand hectares per year, causing Indonesia’s tropical forest 
areas to continue shrinking in size (Aminah et al., 2019). Additionally, massive haze due 
to forest and land fires has severely impacted Indonesia and its neighbouring countries, 
especially Malaysia and Singapore since 1998. The prolonged impacts of haze had led 
to numerous public health problems and economic losses because of the cessation of 
community activities (Wen et al., 2016; Cheong et al., 2019).

Due to its severe impact, the haze issue gained wide coverage from the Indonesian 
mass media. Past studies show that the Indonesian national mass media focused on two 
major aspects when reporting about forest and land fires, which are its impact towards 
communities as well as the central and local governments’ efforts to address this problem 
(Zulfikar, 2016; Sujoko et al., 2019; Wahidar & Yozani, 2020; Maranatha & Kusmayadi, 
2020). For example, the media reported on the Malaysian government’s submission of 
an objection letter to the Indonesian government regarding the losses caused by the haze 
from Indonesia’s forest and land fires (Mohamad, 2015; Christiastuti, 2019), as well as 
allegations made by the Indonesian government that Malaysian companies are the source 
of the problem (Defianti, 2019; Nofitra, 2015). Other studies found that the local media 
tried to pressure the government to immediately take action on companies involved in 
the massive burning of lands and forests for plantations and the impact it has on the 
Indonesia-Malaysia relations. It is also evident that the media tends to report on the tense 
situation but ignores matters concerning the public who are affected by the issue (Ihab et 
al., 2020; Mazumdar & Luther, 2020).  

In the process of constructing the reality of haze and its impact, media actors 
such as environmental journalists and editors, have to undergo a process of imagining 
the reality of the haze, reflecting on their past experiences and narrating it based on their 
understanding. Environmental journalism involves the journalistic process, which involves 
collecting, verifying, and producing information related to the environment as well as 
human-environment interactions and issues (Howarth, 2012). In making sense of what 
is understood, environmental journalists use signs to give meaning to the public. Some 
signs are deliberately used, but most often, the signs are built unintentionally due to their 
journalistic norms, culture, beliefs, and simply, cognitive process. These signs can refer to 
the countries involved or the impact of haze on the people as explained. This is how the 
reality of the haze is constructed. Here, reality is perceived as a complicated negotiation 
because what is “real” depends on what is socially acceptable. Journalists perceive the 
“haze” reality differently depending on their background and experiences (Thompson, 
2019). They choose certain images and story angles in their reporting to reflect the haze 
issues for public understanding. 

These images and stories are not reality but representations or signs that exist within 
semiotic systems that encompass human practices (Lemke, 1998). One branch of semiotic 
is social semiotic, that is, an approach to the study of social meaning and social action that 
asks how people use signs to construct the life of a community (Lemke, 1998). In this regard, 
image or visual is a social process, not a singular activity (Harrison, 2003). Its meaning is 
a negotiation between the producer (environmental journalists) and the viewer, reflecting 
their individual social/cultural/political beliefs, values, and attitudes. Hence, visual social 
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semiotics refers to the understanding of the rhetorical, meaning-making process of visuals 
in relationship with texts and the social process of the producers. The semiotics was used 
as the theoretical framework to guide this research. 

Two research questions asked are: (1) What are the signs used by the Indonesian 
media in their reporting on Malaysia’s haze? (2) What are the considerations adopted by 
Indonesian journalists in using these signs? The latter connects social actions and processes 
in news making with texts and images to understand how Indonesian environmental 
journalists build reality about haze.       

PROBLEM STATEMENT

This study argues that Indonesian environmental journalists use signs to give meaning 
about the haze to the public. Generally, the study of signs using social semiotics in 
media has been conducted since the 1990s, although such studies within the context of 
environmental journalism in Indonesia and Malaysia is still very much in its infancy. This 
is a major research gap. More research on signs needs to be undertaken as an alternative to 
the traditional methods in examining news media such as discourse analysis and content 
analysis. Understanding signs embedded in news reporting helps to comprehend the 
intended meaning constructed by journalists to the public. 

Signs can take the form of text or visuals. Thus, in the context of the haze issue, 
the meaning of haze to Malaysians through the lens of Indonesian journalists can be 
determined using social semiotic methods, for instance. By understanding the intended 
meaning constructed in the news and visuals, the real message of this issue can be explored. 
This could help minimise the projections of haze conflicts that could affect good relations 
between the two countries, which has not been emphasised in past research.

The annual haze has become an environmental crisis in Malaysia and as such, an 
understanding on how the media constructs the issue for public understanding is crucial 
because it has a huge impact on the public. Prolonged haze due to land and forest fires in 
Indonesia affects many sectors in Malaysia such as health, economy and education. This 
in turn has created a tense international relation between the two countries. In this sense, 
media has an essential role in not only reporting about the haze issue, but also handling an 
international environmental issue in a sensitive manner to safeguard a harmonious Indonesia-
Malaysia relationship. In any environmental conflict, the media plays an essential role in 
acting as a peacekeeper by presenting information justice to increase public awareness on the 
issue and steering clear from any self-interest groups including their own (Asian Federation 
of Environmental Journalists, 1998). However, the media’s role in reporting conflicts has 
increasingly become more challenging in the digital era. The haze issue continues to one of 
the many triggers of disputes between the digital communities of both countries. This can be 
discerned from the mutual ridicule and insinuations among the netizens of both countries in 
the various social media platforms whenever this issue crops up. 

These online disputes occur because the Indonesian people receive biased 
information from the mass media. Selo et al. (2015) stated that Indonesians still rely on 
the mass media to obtain nformation on Indonesia-Malaysia relations. Thus, unbalanced, 
provocative, and sensational news from the Indonesian mass media regarding the 
problems between the two countries have created a negative perception of the Indonesian 
audience towards Malaysia. This study aims to explore how the Indonesian media, namely  
Kompas.com and AntaraNews.com, used signs to make meaning of the haze crisis in 
Malaysia. The social construction of reality theory argues that meanings are socially 
constructed. In this study, the haze news construction is examined to explore the meanings 
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chosen and this theory guides the process of understanding the selection of signs by 
Kompas.com and AntaraNews.com to represent the haze issue. 

Research objectives
The research objectives of this study are: (1) To identify the meaning of signs used in the 
reporting of the haze crisis in Malaysia by the Indonesian media; and (2) To explore the 
considerations adopted by the Indonesian journalists in using the selected signs in their 
reporting. 

Research questions
The research questions are: (1) What are the signs used in the reporting of the haze crisis in 
Malaysia by the Indonesian media? (2) What are the considerations adopted by Indonesian 
journalists for using these selected signs? 

METHOD

This research adopted visual social semiotics as its theoretical framework and selected 
two news portals as its case studies: Kompas.com, a privately owned news portal, and 
AntaraNews.com., a government-owned news portal. The unit of analysis for this study 
was news texts reporting on the haze in Malaysia, which were purposely selected from 2008 
to 2018. In total, 37 news items were collected for this study (18 for Kompas.com and 19 
for AntaraNews.com).    

There were two data collection techniques used for this study. First, the researcher 
used qualitative content analysis to code the news texts based on the social semiotics 
method. The coding sheet was adapted from Brockmann et al. (2018), Iedema (2011) and 
Koga-Browes (2009). The analysis looked at news angle (process), discourse engagement 
(participants), and words, phrases, and sentence forms (circumstances). Within the texts, 
two elements were examined:  (i) the interactional aspect based on visual display, such as 
camera framing techniques and camera angles; and (ii) the compositional aspect consisting 
of the storyline and the concept of image signs (icons, indexes, and symbols). This method 
aims to answer research question 1: What are the signs used in the reporting of the haze 
crisis in Malaysia by the Indonesian media? These findings were then triangulated to 
construct questions for in-depth interviews to answer research question 2: What are the 
considerations adopted by Indonesian journalists for using these signs?  

The second method used, as stated earlier, was in-depth interviews with one 
journalist and one editor from each media institution. The criteria for the selection of the 
journalists and editors include their experiences and involvement in reporting the haze 
impact on Indonesia-Malaysia relations. The questions constructed for the interviews were 
based on the findings of the visual social semiotic analysis, and the interviews were used as 
a way of triangulating the results. The interview data was then analysed thematically. The 
four informants were named PB1-1, PB1-2, PB2-1 and PB2-2. The two methods selected 
were guided by the visual social semiotic framework to examine signs (texts and visuals) 
and how environmental journalists use signs to construct haze stories (social process).  

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

A brief  comparison between the semiotic social visual and in-depth interviews findings 
can be described as follows. News about haze in Malaysia did not solely focus on the 
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environmental issue but also on how Malaysia reacted to the problem. It was reported 
using active verbs to explain that the country blames, insults, and voices regret to show 
Malaysia’s frustration with Indonesia. The Indonesian media also used words and 
phrases such as always and as usual to reflect that the Indonesia-Malaysia relations are 
often strained (text). As the haze happened in Malaysia, many news photos used were 
representative of the text news, not the real situation (visual) which sometimes could lead 
to a different understanding among the public. Regarding haze, Malaysia is defined with 
two personalities: (i) as a disgruntled neighbour that often puts blames on Indonesia 
because of the haze crisis that recurs every year; (ii) and also as a responsible neighbour 
for trying to aid Indonesia in resolving the issue together. When the informants were asked 
about the considerations adopted for such representations of haze issues in Malaysia, they 
agreed that no specific editorial policy was involved, but admitted that the main notion was 
to defend the interests of Indonesia and the nation (social process).  

Words, phrases, and sentences
The active voice is often used in news construction to avoid ambiguity and its  
word structure is smaller than the passive voice which makes for easier reading.  
AntaraNews.com predominantly used active verbs or phrases to describe the haze crisis  
in Malaysia. To describe the smog conditions in several parts of Malaysia, the media portal 
used words and phrases such as menyelimuti and selimuti (to envelop), memburuk (get 
worse), and makin buruk (getting worse). These active verbs and phrases have meanings 
that indicate the bad haze caused by Indonesia’s forest and land fires have impacted 
Malaysia. The news portal also used active verbs and phrases to reflect the attitude or 
joint response between Indonesia and Malaysia in mitigating the haze problem. These 
verbs or phrases include kerjasama tanggulangi asap (cooperation to tackle haze) and 
segera tanda tangani MOU (sign the MOU immediately). These verbs and phrases describe 
the cooperation between the two countries to solve the haze problem. Active verbs and 
phrases such as Malaysia evakuasi warga (Malaysia evacuates citizens), harapkan Indonesia 
atasi asap (expects Indonesia to overcome the haze), and surati Jokowi (writes a letter to 
Jokowi) describe the portal pro-actively favouring Malaysia to overcome the haze problem. 
However, AntaraNews.com also demonstrated negative reactions to Malaysia’s request to 
handle the haze issue. The active phrases used were jika tetangga membantu (if  neighbours 
help), Indonesia membuka diri (Indonesia opens up), and akan serahkan nama perusahaan 
(will submit the company name). 

Kompas.com also used active verbs or phrases to describe Malaysia’s active actions 
to protect its citizens from the haze. This news portal used verbs and phrases such as 
evakuasi ratusan warga (evacuating hundreds of residents), liburkan sekolah (closing school), 
serukan doa bersama (calling for prayers), and umumkan kondisi darurat (announcing an 
emergency). Apart from that, active verbs and phrases were also used by Kompas.com to 
show Malaysia’s assertive attitude towards Indonesia. These verbs and phrases include 
among others, desak Indonesia (urging Indonesia), menekan Indonesia (pressing Indonesia), 
Indonesia harus bersikap tegas (Indonesia must take a firm stance) and sindir kabut asap 
(insinuate the haze). Kompas.com also used active verbs and phrases to positively describe 
Malaysia, such as PM Najib berterima kasih (PM Najib’s thanks), and Malaysia siap kirim 
bantuan (Malaysia is ready to help). Kompas.com interpreted Malaysia’s fair attitude and 
actions towards Indonesia in responding to the haze situation caused by Indonesia. 

The main function of the passive voice is to emphasise actions rather than actors. 
AntaraNews.com used a combination of passive verbs and phrases in the news about the 
smog in Malaysia. This include diliburkan (closed), kembali diliburkan (re-closed), diduga 
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terlibat (allegedly involved), ditahan (was arrested), and perlu ditindak tegas (should be 
dealt with firmly). These words or phrases describe Malaysia’s decisions to protect its 
citizens from the haze. These words and passive phrases also indicate the actions that need 
to be taken against suspected forest and land burners in Indonesia. Kompas.com also 
used passive verbs such as dituding (was accused) and disindir (was insinuated) to show 
Malaysia’s dissatisfaction towards Indonesia for the latter’s inability in solving the haze 
problem.

In its analysis, this study found that Kompas.com prioritised news writing using the 
active sentence structure more compared to AntaraNews.com. In the interview session, an 
informant mentioned that the use of active sentence is standard in news writing. However, 
this does not mean that the passive verb or voice is not allowed at all. Kompas.com still 
allowed the use of passive verbs or sentences. It is done as a variation so that readers do not 
get bored. Moreover, passive verbs or sentences seem more assertive and sharper to arouse 
emotions in readers, such as dituding (was accused) and disindir (was insinuated) (PB1-2, 
July 27, 2020).

Meanwhile, one of the AntaraNews.com informants stated that for online news 
portals, news pieces sometimes include interesting statements, either because they sound 
strong or loud. It can be a great headline to attract readers and the news portal would 
consider using it in constructing the news piece. However, it was also revealed that a 
conscious and deliberate effort is often done to tone down these statements to avoid conflict 
(PB2-1, August 19, 2020).  

In the process of constructing reality on how Malaysia handled the haze problem, the 
Indonesian journalists chose more assertive, sharper, and louder connotations to describe 
the situation to attract readers. This is because the code of ethics in writing environmental 
news states that journalists need to avoid reporting alarming and tendentious comments 
(Asian Federation of Environmental Journalists, 1998). Such reports and comments can 
make readers feel uncomfortable and may lead to misunderstanding of the issue reported. 
Reporting on environmental issues should not result in a dramatic or tense atmosphere as 
the coverage is not only about the haze, but also involves a bigger concern, which is the 
Indonesia and Malaysia relationship. 

Storyline and news angle
News angle is the most important aspect of any news story that journalists want to  
convey to readers. It helps to structure the news storyline. The findings reveal that 
AntaraNews.com raised two themes in its storytelling on how haze affected Malaysia. The 
first theme is on affected locations. Consider the following headlines: Kabut Asap Selimuti 
Malaysia (The Haze Shrouding in Malaysia)(March 14, 2014) and Kabut Asap di Malaysia 
Makin Tebal (The Haze in Malaysia Increasingly Thick)(September 27, 2015). Both 
headlines indicate the haze emergency that hit the whole country. Additionally, this news 
theme also represents the haze effect on public life in Malaysia. For example, 3000 Sekolah 
di Malaysia Diliburkan Akibat Kabut Asap (3000 Schools in Malaysia Were Closed due to 
Haze)(September 28, 2015) and Ribuan Sekolah di Malaysia Kembali Diliburkan karena 
Asap (Thousands of Schools in Malaysia Were Closed Again due to Haze) (October 5, 
2015). Here, the schools represent the educational system which was disrupted because of 
the haze emergency. 

Meanwhile, the second theme of AntaraNews.com reports is on the communication 
made by both countries regarding the haze issue. The reaction of the Malaysian government 
and its people towards the haze issue were published in news pieces entitled: PM Malaysia 
Surati Jokowi Soal Kabut Asap (Malaysian PM Wrote a Letter for Jokowi on the Haze)
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(October 8, 2015), and Pengelola Wisata Malaysia Harapkan Indonesia Atasi Kabut Asap 
(The Malaysian Tourism Manager Expecting Indonesia to Overcome Haze)(September 
17, 2015). Meanwhile, the responses from the Indonesian government were reported as 
follows: Mendagri: Jika Tetangga Membantu, Indonesia Membuka Diri (The Minister 
of Internal Affairs: If  Neighbours Help, Indonesia Opens Up)(October 9, 2015), Dua 
Perusahaan Asing Jadi Tersangka Karhutla (Two Foreign Companies Become Forest and 
Land Fires Suspects)(October 12, 2015), Malaysia dan Singapura Jangan Besarkan Asap 
(Malaysia and Singapore Don’t Raise The Haze)(June 24, 2013), and RI Akan Serahkan 
Nama Perusahaan Pembakar Hutan ke Malaysia (Indonesia Will Hand over Name of 
Forest Burning Company to Malaysia)(June 22, 2013).

There were also joint responses made by both regarding the haze: Indonesia-Malaysia 
Kerja Sama Tanggulangi Kabut Asap (Indonesia-Malaysia Haze Handling Cooperation)
(June 27, 2013) and Malaysia-Indonesia Segera Tandatangani MOU tentang Kabut Asap 
(Malaysia-Indonesia to Immediately Sign the MOU on Haze)(September 13, 2015). The 
news was angled towards international cooperation in fighting the haze issue together.

The informant from AntaraNews.com stated that the news portal determined news 
angles based on Antara’s mission as the National News Agency (LKBN). The LKBN’s 
mission is to educate and enlighten the public. This means that news on the Indonesia-
Malaysia relations must also be news that educates and enlightens the public. Therefore 
AntaraNews.com tries to cover as widely as possible the problem of haze so that the public 
can get the full picture (PB2-2, July 29, 2020). Journalists construct the haze reality from 
their understanding which is also institutionalised. Building from Berger and Luckmann’s 
(1996) idea on constructing reality, it can be argued that media organisations are influential 
in shaping the reality constructed by the journalists who ultimately build news angles based 
on that influence.

Journalistic ethics requires balanced news and no interventions from interest groups 
when reporting on conflicts (Asian Federation of Environmental Journalists, 1998). Even 
though AntaraNews.com is an Indonesian-owned news agency, it does not mean that they 
should blindly defend Indonesia’s interests. They tried to present balanced storylines while 
avoiding more sensational headlines that could anger readers. The portal also reported on 
how the haze significantly impacts the air quality in Malaysia and shared how Indonesia 
and Malaysia worked together to solve the problem of forest and land fires. At the same 
time, they also reported Malaysia’s requests, hopes, and objections to Indonesia, and vice 
versa. The Indonesian government’s response to the requests, hopes, and objections of the 
Malaysian side was also reported.

On the other hand, Kompas.com also used three themes for their reporting. The 
first theme is the impact of the haze on people’s lives in Malaysia. This can be seen from 
several news pieces, namely Kabut Asap Dituding Sebabkan Kematian Seorang Wanita di 
Malaysia (Haze Accused of Causing the Death of a Woman in Malaysia)(June 26, 2013) 
and Kualitas Udara di Sejumlah Kota di Malaysia Buruk (Poor Air Quality in Several Cities 
in Malaysia)(July 29, 2014).

The second theme of Kompas.com is the reaction of the Malaysian government and 
society towards the haze. This is the dominant theme. This theme appeared in news articles 
such as, Malaysia Tekan Indonesia Hadapi Krisis Asap (Malaysia Presses Indonesia to Face 
Haze Crisis)(June 27, 2013) and Malaysia Bebas Jerebu, PM Najib Berterima Kasih kepada 
Jokowi (Haze Free in Malaysia, PM Najib Say Thank You to Jokowi)(November 23, 2017).

The third theme of Kompas.com is the Indonesian government’s response to 
Malaysia’s reaction. This theme appeared in two news stories, namely Aktivis Lingkungan 
Bengkulu Sebut Malaysia dan Singapura Biang Kebakaran Hutan (Bengkulu Environmental 
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Activist Calling Malaysia and Singapore are the Culprit of Forest Fires)(September 16, 
2015) and JK Berharap Singapura dan Malaysia Paham Sulitnya Memadamkan Asap (JK 
Hoping Singapore and Malaysia Understand the Difficulty of Extinguishing Smoke)
(October 9, 2015).

These news themes seem to place Malaysia in a dominant position as compared to 
Indonesia, exemplified from the headlines of several news reports from Kompas.com, such 
as Malaysia Tekan Indonesia (Malaysia Presses Indonesia)(June 27, 2013), Warga Malaysia 
dan Singapura Sindir Indonesia (Citizens of Malaysia and Singapore Insinuated Indonesia)
(September 16, 2015), and PM Malaysia Desak Indonesia (PM Malaysia Urged Indonesia)
(October 5, 2015). In contrast, Indonesia is portrayed as being in a weak position as shown 
by the following news headline, JK Berharap Singapura dan Malaysia Paham Sulitnya 
Memadamkan Asap (JK Hoping that Singapore and Malaysia Understand the Difficulty 
of Extinguishing the Haze)(October 9, 2015), in which it implies Indonesia’s inability to 
solve forest and land fires.  

With regard to the news angle, the editor of Kompas.com explained that the news 
portal was careful in determining the angle of news when reporting on Indonesia-Malaysia 
relations. Kompas.com avoided dramatising any contentious issues or events involving the 
two countries. They strategised their news construction process to first look at the facts of 
the event and then to search or develop the facts further. This was intended to clarify the 
situation, so that Kompas.com would not instantly presume that Indonesia is right, and 
Malaysia should be blamed, and vice versa (PB1-1, August 11, 2020). This standpoint aligns 
with the journalism code of ethics that requires environmental journalists to apply equality 
and fairness in providing information for public consumption. Kompas.com strives to be 
a fair communication channel for everyone, with regard to the Indonesian haze impact to 
Malaysia. Although Kompas.com is essentially an Indonesian mass media, it provided a 
dominant space for Malaysia that was affected by the Indonesian haze.

News source 
News source makes the news. Understanding who says what sheds light on how news is 
constructed. AntaraNews.com provided much space for Indonesian government officials 
in the haze issue. They included the Minister of Internal Affairs, the Minister of the 
Environment, officials from the National Disaster Management Agency, and the Indonesian 
police. Other news sources identified were Vice President Jusuf Kalla and NGO activists 
from Bengkulu. This indicates that the storyline is skewed towards the officials’ viewpoint 
which would more or less abide with that of the official government stance. Nevertheless, 
the portal also provided space for Malaysian news sources such as the Malaysian Prime 
Minister (PM), the Minister of Education, the Minister of Environment, the Malaysian 
Meteorological Agency, and Malaysian tourism actors or managers.

On the other hand, Kompas.com featured more news from the Malaysian side 
with several different news sources, such as the Malaysian PM, the Minister of the 
Environment, the Minister of Education, the Minister of Defence, the Department of 
Islamic Development, representatives of the Malaysian Consulate in Indonesia, and 
Malaysian politicians. 

Looking at the composition of news sources, it appears that AntaraNews.
com adopted a more balanced approach compared to Kompas.com. With regard to  
this, AntaraNews.com explained that they must cover both sides of the story that has 
potential for conflict, such as the Indonesia-Malaysia relations, as early as possible. 
AntaraNews.com is a part of the Antara news agency (LKBN Antara). Thus news from 
AntaraNews.com is used as a reference by other media. 
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According to one of the informants, the news portal is lucky because it has an 
office in Kuala Lumpur that helps get verification faster than other media. In ensuring the 
quality of the news, AntaraNews.com publishes the news a little later than others because 
they must verify facts from both sides to present a complete picture (PB2-2, July 29, 2020). 

As for Kompas.com, one of the informants stated that this is because the news 
about the impact of the haze in Malaysia is only a small portion of their larger coverage 
on forest and land fires in Indonesia. Hence, the news sources used by Kompas.com from 
Malaysia and Indonesia can still be seen as proportionate (PB1-2, July 27, 2020).

The main similarity between both news portals is that they quoted many government 
officials in reporting about the haze. As a news-making institution, both news portals 
avoided citing opinions from unofficial sources. In an international issue such as this, 
journalists need to ensure the authenticity of news sources as they represent each country. 
The trustworthiness of the news sources as a legitimate representative is a priority in 
constructing news on international issues (Asian Federation of Environmental Journalists, 
1998).

Framing and camera angle
The framing of news using camera angles is meant to show the relationship of the object 
in the picture with its surroundings. For example, long shots and extreme long shots are 
used to convey long distances. A medium shot, on the other hand, is used to show medium 
distance so that viewers can pay more attention to the object in the picture but can also see 
some connection between the object and its environment. Close-ups and extreme close-ups 
are used to show details of a picture or object instead of its surroundings.

Kompas.com framed its news using long-shots and extreme long-shots to depict the 
seriousness of the haze in several areas in Malaysia as shown in Figure 1. The media also 
framed a medium shot (personal distance) news photo to feature its news source with an 
eye-level camera angle as shown in Figure 2.   

Figure 1. The photo of the city of Kuala 
Lumpur was taken with extreme long 
shot framing technology.

Source: Kabut Asap Dituding Sebabkan 
Kematian Seorang Wanita di Malaysia (Haze 
Accused of Cause of Death A Woman in 
Malaysia) (June 26, 2013))

Figure 2. A photo from one of  Kompas.
com’s news article showing one of its 
news source.

Source: PM Malaysia Desak Indonesia 
Tindak Pembakar Hutan (Malaysian PM 
Urges Indonesia to Take Action on Forest 
Burning) (October 5, 2015)
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There are similarities in the framing size and camera angles used by Kompas.com 
and AntaraNews.com. AntaraNews.com used long-shot and extreme long-shot framing 
techniques to depict the atmosphere of the smog covering many big cities in Malaysia 
(Figure 3). The eye-level medium shot framing technique and eye-level camera angle were 
used to display photos of its news source (Figure 4).

    
    

Figure 3. AntaraNews.com news photo 
depicting the atmosphere of haze in 
several parts of Malaysia.

Source: Indonesia-Malaysia Kerja Sama 
Tanggulangi Asap (Indonesia-Malaysia 
Cooperation to Overcome the Haze) (June 
27, 2013).

Figure 4. The photo of the Indonesian 
Minister of Environment, Balthazar 
Kambuaya was taken using the medium 
shot framing technique, eye-level 
(vertical), and oblique (horizontal) 
camera angles, offering an intimate gaze 
model.

Source: Perusahaan Malaysia Diduga Terlibat 
Bakar Hutan di Riau (Malaysian Company 
Allegedly Involved in Forest Burning in 
Riau) (June 25, 2013)

 
Koga-Browes (2009) and Iedema (2011) stated that the long-shot and extreme 

long-shot framing techniques are used to invite readers to pay attention and imagine the 
atmosphere of the landscape. Meanwhile, the medium shot framing technique and eye-
level camera angle for news sources depict equality between the news source and readers 
where both are in a balanced position. No one dominates over the other. The use of the 
long-shot framing technique in news photos about the impact of the smog in several parts 
of Malaysia is intended to invite readers to pay attention and imagine the atmosphere of 
the smog. This suggests that AntaraNews.com and Kompas.com want their readers to 
empathise with the situation in Malaysia. Meanwhile, the use of the medium shot framing 
technique and eye-level camera angle for news source photos reflects both portals’ attempt 
to establish the news sources in the audience’s eyes. In other words, Kompas.com and 
AntaraNews.com did not underestimate their news source.

An image is not necessarily reality. Instead, it is a representation of signs journalists 
use to create meaning by making associations with other objects, for example in this 
instance, smog to reflect danger to health (the sign – expression or representation). The 
association is made to emphasise the need for immediate action. Hence, to make sense 
of the haze danger, for example, journalists showed the smog that covered the whole city. 
Visuals produced by the media is an essential sign or meaning for the public to understand 
the haze issue. 
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Icons, indexes, and symbols
Icons, indexes, and symbols are important concepts in the study of visual to understand 
the message being conveyed. Icons are semiotic signs that are similar to their original form. 
Meanwhile, indexes are semiotic signs related to cause and effect and symbols require an 
understanding of local conventions to understand the meaning of semiotic signs (Koga-
Browes, 2009). 

Kompas.com and AntaraNews.com both used news photos in the form of icons 
to directly reflect the event it represents, such as the occurrence of events and photos of 
news sources. News photos in the form of icons have the best value or quality compared to 
news photos in the form of indexes and symbols. This is because news must be presented 
as a series of facts written by journalists. News photos depicting the exact conditions of an 
event is the journalist’s effort to convey the facts of the event. The only difference is that 
some of AntaraNews.com’s news photos are not directly related to the reported events but 
used as a representative. For example, the news photos shown in Figures 5 and 6.

Figure 5. The photo of a farmer in the 
Riau (Sumatra) region, Dulsani Purba, 
who suffered from burns due to forest 
and land fires in the Sumatra region.

Source: Malaysia dan Singapura Jangan 
Besarkan Soal Asap (Malaysia and Singapore 
Don’t Raise Haze Problems) (June 29, 2013).

Figure 6. The photo of a Ministry of 
Environment official observing a map of 
fire hotspots for forest and land fires.

Source: 3000 Sekolah di Malaysia Diliburkan 
Karena Asap (3000 Schools in Malaysia 
Closed Due to Haze) (September 28, 2015).

 

The article, Malaysia dan Singapura Jangan Besarkan Soal Asap (Malaysia and 
Singapore, Don’t Exaggerate about Haze)(June 29, 2013) reported on the statement made 
by Jero Wajik, who was then Indonesia’s Minister of Environment on the haze issue. The 
statement was directed to Malaysia and Singapore. Jero Wajik had asked both countries 
not to overly question the problem of smoke caused by forest and land fires in Indonesia. 
Instead of using Wajik’s photo, Antara.com substituted it with a photo of Dulsani Purba, 
a farmer in the Riau (Sumatra) region who was a burnt victim of forest and land fires. The 
farmer is the icon representing the fact that Indonesians also suffered severe effects of the 
haze. The situation is not comparable to Malaysia and Singapore, hence Wajik told the two 
countries not to exaggerate their situations. 

The news article entitled 3000 Sekolah di Malaysia Diliburkan karena Asap (3000 
schools in Malaysia were closed due to smoke)(September 28, 2015) reported the decision 
of the Malaysian Education Ministry to close thousands of schools due to the worsening 
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impact of the haze. The attached photo to this news showed an official from the Ministry 
of the Environment of Indonesia observing a map of hotspots for forest and land fires in 
Indonesia, Malaysia, and other neighboring countries. 

An informant from AntaraNews.com explained that the reason for using news 
photos that differed from the content reported is partly due to the absence of photos 
that are directly related to the event. Due to time constraint, photos which are closely 
related to the event were used instead (PB2-2, July 29, 2020). AntaraNews.com’s  
reasoning can be linked back to Westerstahl (as cited in McQuail, 1992) who described 
this practice as juxtaposition and linkage in news writing. Juxtaposition is an attempt to 
compare the two facts differently to generate a dramatic impression. Meanwhile, linkage 
attempts to compare two different facts as if  they have a relationship with one another. 
AntaraNews.com used juxtaposition for its Malaysia dan Singapura Jangan Besarkan Soal 
Asap article (June 29, 2013) and linkage for 3000 Sekolah di Malaysia Diliburkan karena 
Asap article (September 28, 2015). In contrast, Kompas.com consistently used news photos 
that were directly related to the event reported. Unlike AntaraNews.com, Kompas.com 
relies heavily on news photos from foreign news agencies such as Reuters, BBC, Associated 
Press (AP), and Agency France Press (AFP).

 

Figure 7. One of Kompas.com’s news 
photo in the form of an icon, shows 
Malaysian and Singaporean netizens 
quip Indonesia's smog with birthday 
memes. These news photos were sourced 
from Facebook.

Source: Kabut Asap Indonesia Disindir lewat 
Meme Tiup Lilin (Indonesian Haze Quipped 
through Meme Blow Candles) (September 
16, 2015).

Figure 8. A news photo of smog in Kuala 
Lumpur in Malaysia with a teenager seen 
wearing a mask. News photo courtesy of 
Associated Press (AP). 

Source: Karena Asap,Malaysia Liburkan 
Sekolah Dua Hari (Due to Haze, Malaysia 
Closed School for Two Days) (October 5, 
2015)

   

For the source of news photos, the informant from Kompas.com admited that the 
news portal does subscribe to a lot of photos and news from several foreign news agencies, 
hence has many photo options. They then prioritise photos with human interest values as 
these photographs readily grab the reader’s attention (PB1-2, July 27, 2020).

 
Meaning of news text
AntaraNews.com defined the impact of the Indonesian haze on Malaysia by highlighting 
the harmful consequences suffered on a yearly basis due to forest and land fires in Indonesia. 
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This is done by describing the huge areas in Malaysia that were affected by haze. Despite 
being affected in many ways, Malaysia offered to help solve the problem of forest and 
land fires in Indonesia. Nevertheless, Indonesia reverted by asking Malaysia to be strict  
with their own companies that are operating in Indonesia, which it alleged as being 
responsible for these land and forest fires. AntaraNews.com also seemed to position forest 
and land fires and the impact of the haze as a common problem faced by both Indonesia 
and Malaysia. 

AntaraNews.com’s interpretation of the Indonesian-Malaysian haze issue can be 
attributed to its position as a part of the National News Agency (LKBN) Antara that is 
managed under the Ministry of Communication and Information Technology and the 
Ministry of State-Owned Enterprises (BUMN). As an institution under the Ministry of 
Communication and Information Technology, LKBN Antara (and AntaraNews.com) 
functions as a public relations channel for Indonesia. Thus, AntaraNews.com attempts 
to objectively understand the haze issue. Thus, the stance of the news portal is that while 
Indonesia does have a hand in Malaysia’s haze crisis, several Malaysian companies are also 
to be blamed for the forest and land fires causing the haze (PB2-1, August 19, 2020). 

In contrast, Kompas.com’s interpretation of this issue is that both countries have 
been severely affected by the haze that occurs yearly. The Indonesian government and 
the people have not done much to address the incidents of forest and land fires that have 
been recurring since 1998. Thus, Malaysia feels the need to urge Indonesia to address the 
issue immediately. The Indonesian government too feels overwhelmed by the issue and its 
repercussion on its relations with Malaysia and other neighbouring countries.

Kompas.com tries to constructively encourage an open discussion on the haze issue 
to grab the attention of the Indonesian government. This is done by reporting on the 
severe impacts of haze to its neighbouring countries, especially Malaysia. This is intended 
for the Indonesian government to make precise and accurate decisions to address forest 
and land fires, immediately. This is especially pertinent, given that this problem occurs 
almost every year. 

In assigning meaning to the haze problem, Kompas.com presented it without 
dramatising because it would only generate negative sentiments against both Malaysia and 
Indonesia. An informant from Kompas.com opined that the haze reporting in Malaysia 
and Singapore is a part of their bigger coverage on the events and impacts of forest fires 
in the country and that the Indonesian government needs to take immediate action and 
accurate decisions to solve this problem (PB1-1, August 11, 2020).

Although their coverage of the haze issue cannot be considered perfect, as  
outlined by Asian Federation of Environmental Journalists (1998), AntaraNews.com and 
Kompas.com have both adhered to proper environmental journalism principles. Despite 
being a state-owned media outlet of Indonesia, AntaraNews.com has tried to be as objective 
as possible in reporting on the Indonesian haze impact on Malaysia, including avoiding 
reporting based only on the unilateral interests of the Indonesian government. Meanwhile, 
Kompas.com also seeked to provide constructive criticism to encourage the Indonesian 
government to immediately make the right decisions to resolve the annual land and forest 
fires. This is in line with the Asian Federation of Environmental Journalists (1998) which 
contends that good coverage of environmental issues not only helps the public understand 
environmental problems better, but encourage them to take immediate action to prevent 
further environmental damage. 
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CONCLUSION

Forest and land fires in Indonesia produce severe haze problems and the impact is felt not 
only by its citizens but also other countries in the Southeast Asia region. Malaysia is one of 
the countries that is often badly affected by the haze. The extent and magnitude of the fires 
has made this event the center of coverage by local and national mass media in Indonesia 
including AntaraNews.com and Kompas.com. The two online news portals have different 
interpretations in making meaning of the impact of haze on Malaysia. These different 
interpretations are presented through language signs, such as choice of words, phrases, 
sentences, storylines, news angles, news sources and photos chosen to accompany the news. 
These signs give meaning to the severity of the haze impact on Malaysia. 

The main considerations adopted by both news portals in choosing these signs 
depend very much on how they aimed to angle the news. News angles, in this context, 
are constructed based on the requirement of the news portals’ owners. For example, 
AntaraNews.com prefers to avoid sensationalised news to maintain good relations with 
Malaysia as it also represents the Ministry of Communication and Information Technology 
as well as the Ministry of State-Owned Enterprises (BUMN). As a publicly owned 
company, Kompas.com has more freedom in reporting the haze issue. For instance, the 
news portal urges the Indonesian government to take quick action to rectify the problem. 
In summary, AntaraNews.com interpreted the impact of the haze as a common problem 
between Indonesia and Malaysia, although Indonesian territories (such as Sumatra and 
Kalimantan) are the source of haze. However, several Malaysian companies are blamed 
for being involved in these forest and land fires. Therefore, AntaraNews.com also implored 
Malaysia to take firm action against these companies. 

Meanwhile, Kompas.com portrayed the haze crisis in Malaysia as a form of criticism 
against the Indonesian government. This coverage is a part of their overall coverage on the 
annual Indonesian forest and land fires. The impact and losses caused by these fires are 
felt by the people of Sumatra and Kalimantan and neighbouring countries, Malaysia, and 
Singapore. Thus, the Indonesian government must take immediate action in resolving this 
problem.

Haze representation is socially constructed among social actors, which includes 
media personnel and the public. In the construction of the haze representation, various 
mental states, group beliefs and cultures come into play. Social reason produces or controls 
the selection of representations with certain meaning over others. This study shows that 
several meanings were selected or supported to relate the effects of haze on Malaysia. 
However, the study findings can be analysed further by comparing them with that of  
the framing methods used by the Indonesian media to identify the trends of haze issue 
reporting. For further research, it is also recommended that researchers explore the  
newsroom culture in both countries to understand the process of haze reporting and 
challenges faced by the media staff  in reporting international environmental issues.  
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