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FOREWORD

Change is inevitable. Even more in the face of a global pandemic that threatens the 
survival of mankind. The unprecedented event disrupted almost all aspects of human 
activities, socially and professionally. Inasmuch we would like to say we have successfully 
averted the catastrophic circumstances, the reality is far-fetched when people fail to 
communicate this issue. From science communication to cyber warfare dealing with a 
host of related issues, the digital landscape continues to be more relevant than ever.    
 
In the last few decades, digital technology and social media have taken prominence 
in the life of many. The digital natives and digital immigrants are some of the obvious 
examples to illustrate the close proximity of digital communication affecting our well-
being. Recognising this trend, various industries mobilise their strategic resources to 
address this prominent challenge in keeping up with today’s generational demand 
which focuses on the role of communication, and by extension, the digital media in 
providing solutions to corporate challenges.
 
With an all-encompassing theme “Reimagining Communication & Media in the Face 
of Digital Age”, the Second International Conference on Media and Social Sciences 
(iCOMS2021) was the first of its kind held virtually from 24th to 26th August 2021. With 
participation from more than 13 countries, iCOMS2021 managed to gather outstanding 
academics and captains of industries from around the world over. The three-day 
conference also saw more than 100 papers presented with all-inclusive scholarly 
discussions relating to how communication and digital media evolved and continues 
to do so in facing the COVID-19 pandemic which has impeded day-to-day businesses.
 
iCOMS2021 has been able to gather an impressive line-up of academicians, 
researchers, professionals, media personnel, policymakers and students to delve in 
a rewarding intellectual discourse and best practices. Further to that, the strategic 
partners and collaborators with the Faculty of Communication and Media Studies, 
Universiti Teknologi MARA (UiTM), Malaysia lend credentials to iCOMS2021 with the 
participation from internationally recognised organisations and institutions such as 
Al Jazeera Media Network; Malaysian Press Institute (MPI); Polytechnic University of 
Philippines; Universitas Andalas, Indonesia and University of Zululand, South Africa.
 
Interestingly, iCOMS2021 also hosted prominent captains of industries as its esteemed 
speakers and offered 14 parallel sessions featuring policymakers, media executives 
and respected academicians from various fields, including Chairman of Malaysian 
Press Institute Datuk Dr Chamil Wariya, Executive Director of Digital Al Jazeera Media 
Network (Qatar) Dr Yaser Bishr and International Advertising Association, Malaysia 
President who is also the faculty Adjunct Professor, Mr. John D Chacko.
 
With designated themes and conference tracks, outstanding papers from iCOMS2021 
were accorded the opportunity to publish in the exclusively curated Special Issue of 
iCOMS2021 in collaboration with SEARCH Journal of Media and Communication 
Research. Thirteen scientific papers which cover the areas of Communication, Society 
& Sociology, Media & Politics, and Social Sciences, Humanities, & Culture Studies went 
through the double-blind review process to ensure the strict adherence and quality of 
the submitted papers.

Guest Editor
Dr. Suffian Hadi Ayub
Universiti Teknologi MARA (UiTM), Malaysia
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ABSTRACT

Barriers and hurdles in the communication process of a team are both avoidable and unavoidable. 
This frequently happens among athletes during training and competition. Therefore, team members 
should be instilled with the necessary skills, attitudes, and attributes to enhance their performance. 
Understanding communication barriers can enhance team cohesion and improve effective 
communication to boost performance in sports. The purpose of this study is to determine the 
association between perceived communication barriers and team cohesion among athletes. A total 
of 231 volleyball (N=130) and handball (N=101) athletes completed the Communication Barriers 
and Group Environment Questionnaire voluntarily and the results reveal that understanding of 
communication barriers had a strong significant association with team cohesion (r = .947**, p < 0.01). 
In other words, the athletes agreed that by understanding existing communication barriers, their team 
cohesion improved as they were able to overcome the barriers of effective communication. The results 
also demonstrate that it is important to be aware of communication barriers, especially for team 
athletes, as these barriers may affect their performance during training or competition. In conclusion, 
this study recommends that athletes, especially those in team sports, to become more understanding 
of the common barriers in communication and interaction. Additionally, the findings offer coaches a 
guideline on athletes’ knowledge regarding communication barriers, which may help lessen ineffective 
communication between coaches and team members.

Keywords: Communication, communication barriers, team athletes, team cohesion
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INTRODUCTION

Communication is a multi-dimensional, multi-factorial phenomenon and a vibrant, 
complicated process that is strongly linked to the setting of shared individual experiences. 
Communication is also an essential element that enables people to connect, terminate 
and reconnect a relationship (Mohd Aznan et al., 2018). Mastering several complex and 
complicated skills in an interaction is another way of defining communication (Taslim et 
al., 2019). Schütz and Kaul (2022) added that humans tend to generate verbal and non-
verbal communication and that this situation involves the interactions between coaches 
and athletes. Additionally, the communication developed could lead towards enhancing or 
deteriorating sports performance (McCullough et al., 2020).

The communication process comprises components such as sender, receiver, 
messages, encode, decode, channel, and feedback (Eke, 2020). Communication is an ongoing 
process, especially in a relationship, and the aforementioned components will determine 
the quality of the communication developed. In the normal cycle of a communication 
process, noises are included as a component and forms one of the common barriers towards 
effective communication. Ineffective communication is mostly caused by communication 
quality that reduces efficiency during the communication process and this is known as 
a communication barrier (Anderson et al., 2019). As a whole, communication barriers 
can be concluded as anything that prohibits the sender and receiver from conveying and 
understanding messages, respectively (Veda & Rani, 2016). Commonly, there are four 
types of communication barriers that may jeopardise effective communication which 
include, process barriers, physical barriers, semantic barriers, and psychosocial barriers 
(Guttman et al., 2021). All these communication barriers have a different way of affecting 
a communication process. The understanding of each of the barriers is important to 
identify the situation that might occur in an interaction and to avoid any conflicts and 
miscommunication. 

Guttman et al. (2021) proved that communication can influence team cohesiveness and 
relationships. Team cohesion is an important factor, especially for team athletes, as they need 
to work together to achieve the team’s goal (Mohd Aznan et al., 2018). Similarly, McLaren 
and Spink (2018) mentioned that, in a group, cohesion works as an adhesive element in 
keeping all the members together. Formally, cohesion can be defined as a dynamic process 
that reflects on the group’s unity in pursuing the group’s common objective. Cohesion is a 
crucial element in a team that enables mutual understanding between team members and 
facilitates towards achieving the team’s goal and enhancing the team’s performance (McLaren 
& Spink, 2018). In realising cohesion, team members’ observations on interactions and 
communication are important in defining the same team objectives to be achieved during 
training and competition (Gershgoren et al., 2016). Cognisant of the importance of both 
communication barriers and team cohesion, this study examines the perceived understanding 
of communication barriers on team cohesion amongst team athletes.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Communication
Communication can be defined as the process of conveying information and common 
knowledge from one person to another (Siposova & Carpenter, 2019). The term 
communication is derived from the Latin word communis, which means to have a 
common meaning. The definition given emphasises that there is no communication until 
data exchange takes place in a common understanding. It entails the definition of the 
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communication method as well as the definition of key elements (Zerfass et al., 2018). 
Each communication exchange has two main components: the sender and the receiver. The 
sender initiates the communication while the receiver is the individual to whom the message 
is addressed. The sender encodes the concept by selecting sentences, symbols, or gestures 
to build a message. The result of the encoding, which might take the shape of spoken, non-
verbal, or written language, is the message. The message is conveyed across a medium or 
channel, which serves as the communication's carrier. A face-to-face discussion, a phone 
call, an e-mail, or a written report can all be used as a medium. The receiver then converts 
the received message into useful knowledge (Mohd Aznan et al., 2018).

Communication barriers
According to Kakepoto et al. (2022), four types of communication barriers impede effective 
communication: process barrier, physical barrier, semantic barrier, and psychosocial 
barrier. The process barrier usually occurs when the receiver is unable to speak about his 
or her idea in fear of criticism (Kakepoto et al., 2022). This situation will lead to a problem 
in encoding the messages and complicate the receiver in decoding and responding to the 
messages. The second barrier, the physical barrier is any physical distraction that interferes 
during the communication process. This includes interruption of noises during a phone call, 
distances between the sender and receiver, and as well as the channel of communication 
selected. Next, the semantic barrier comprises selection of words, languages, as well as 
culture and beliefs, either from the sender or receiver (Kakepoto et al., 2022). In addition 
to the ever-evolving nature of communication, technology is also one of the mediating 
factors known as a semantic barrier. The last barrier is the psychosocial barrier, which is 
associated with the fields of experience of the sender or receiver, the filtering process, and 
the psychosocial distance (Bobyreva et al.,  2021). The field of experience encompasses 
the communicators’ background, perceptions, values, biases, needs, and expectations. On 
the other hand, the filtering process refers to how the communicator selects the point of 
a conveyed message while the psychosocial distance is related to the distance between 
the communicators (Bobyreva et al., 2021). All these barriers need to be identified and 
understood in avoiding miscommunication and reducing the expansion of conflict.   

Team cohesion
The team cohesion that emerges incorporates team members’ similar perceptions of their 
relationships with one another (Carter et al., 2018). Conflict is very damaging to teams, 
and there has rarely been an example of conflict resulting in something positive. Yu and 
Zellmer-Bruhn (2018) explained how team consciousness such as controlled reaction and 
execution of open experience (Davidson & Kaszniak, 2015) disrupt the link between conflict 
types and deviant behaviour of team members. They demonstrated that team cohesion 
protects against a) relationship conflict, b) task conflict causing relationship conflict, and 
c) the spread of team relationship conflicts to individual social dejection across levels. 

In the same way, Krishnakumar and Robinson (2015) discovered that trait attention 
is associated with a reduction in counter-productive behaviour in individuals, which is 
mediated by a reduction in hostile feelings. As the cohesion experiential processing function 
assists in focusing on the inner and outer thoughts as well as emotions, team cohesion can 
improve relationships and interactions between partners by allowing them to constantly 
focus on each other. This will improve their ability to communicate feelings and, as a 
result, better communication among themselves. Chiniara and Bentein (2018) believed that 
a group’s attachment is strongly linked to its approach to undertakings. Group attachment 
is group execution shown through the performance of the team.
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METHODOLOGY

Sampling 
The study utilised the convenience sampling technique focusing on the KARISMA UiTM 
team athletes.  KARISMA consists of 24 teams for volleyball and 18 teams for handball. 
A total of 231 student athletes were selected (130 volleyball athletes and 101 handball 
athletes), consisting an almost equal number of males (50.2%) and females (49.8%).

Instrumentation 
Adopting a quantitative research design and questionnaire as the instrument, this study 
explored the perceived understanding of communication barriers towards team cohesion. 
The questionnaire consisted of three parts. Part A collected data on the demographic 
profile of the respondents. Part B consisted of 20 items related to communication barrier 
dimensions (Eisenberg, 2010) that assessed the understanding of communication barriers 
in the following circumstances: the ability to speak own ideas, feedback after each 
competition, attitudes in sending and receiving information, anxiety during communicating, 
communication channel selection and importance of technology. Part C which consisted 
of 20 items (Callow et al., 2009) examined perceived team cohesion in the following 
circumstances: social interaction of team members, team goals, responsibility towards 
team, and conflict management of team members. The questionnaire used a 5-point Likert 
scale with values ranging from 1 to 5 (1−strongly disagree, 2−disagree, 3−neutral, 4−agree, 
and 5−strongly agree). A pilot study (N = 40) produced a Cronbach’s alpha value of 0.757 
for perceived communication barrier understanding and 0.811 for team cohesion. The data 
was normally distributed with p > 0.05.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

Descriptive analysis
A total of 231 respondents, 116 males (50.2%) and 115 females (49.2%), responded to 
the survey (Table 1). Of this, 130 were volleyball athletes (56.3%) and 101 were handball 
athletes (43.7%). These were student athletes pursuing bachelor’s degree (41.1%) and 
diploma (58.9%) (Table 2 and Table 3). 

Table 1. Breakdown of respondents by gender  (N=231)

Frequency (f) Percent (%) Cumulative percent

Male 116 50.2 50.2

Female 115 49.8 100.0

Total 231 100.0

Table 2. Breakdown of respondents by sports  (N=231)

Frequency (f) Percent (%) Cumulative percent

Handball 101 43.7 43.7

Volleyball 130 56.3 100.0

Total 231 100.0
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Table 3. Breakdown of respondents by programme of study (N=231)

Frequency (f) Percent (%) Cumulative percent

Degree 95 41.1 41.1

Diploma 136 58.9 100.0

Total 231 100.0

Table 4 shows the mean and standard deviation scores for the items in perceived 
understanding of communication barriers.  They are as follows:  “I believe that I don’t have 
innovative idea when I speak with people” (M = 4.19), “I believe feedback after competition 
is important” (M = 4.27), “I believe I have negative attitudes in sending information” (M = 
2.07), “I believe that I have negative attitudes in receiving information” (M = 2.08), “I believe 
that a one side communication is a failed communication” (M = 3.96), “I believe that I am 
scared to speak in front of a crowd because fear of criticism” (M = 4.16), “I believe that 
a telephone call is an effective communication process” (M = 4.20), “I believe that radio 
is an effective communication process” (M = 2.05), “I believe that walls are an ineffective 
communication process” (M = 4.00), “I believe that distances between people can also give 
communication barriers.” (M = 4.04), “I believe that physical distractions are one of the 
communication barriers” (M = 3.95), “I believe that an appropriate choice of media can 
overcome distance barriers between people” (M = 3.97), “I believe that technology also 
plays a part in barriers of communication” (M = 4.01), “I believe that team sports need 
a technology to communication.” (M = 4.11), “I believe that there is a lot of word may 
mean different things to different people.” (M = 4.00), “I believe that improper feedback 
can be obstacles in effective communication.” (M = 3.93), “I believe that listening ability 
can be obstacles in effective communication.” (M = 3.86), “I believe that self-perception of 
individual can be obstacles in effective communication.” (M = 3.87), “I believe that effort 
of individuals to distort the message can be obstacles in effective communication.” (M = 
3.92), “I believe that tradition can be obstacles in “effective communication” (M = 4.01). 
An average mean score of 3.74 was calculated for all the items in perceived understanding 
of communication barriers. Table 5 presents the total mean score for each category of 
communication barriers: process barriers (M = 3.31), physical barriers (M = 3.60), semantic 
barriers (M = 3.93) and psychosocial barriers (M = 4.01).

Table 4. Mean and standard deviation scores for perceived understanding of communication 
barriers

Percentage of frequency (%)
Num. Item M Sd. Strongly 

Disagree
Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly 

Agree
1 I believe that I don’t 

have innovative idea 
when speak with 
people.

4.19 .952 2.2 2.6 16.5 31.2 47.6

2 I believe feedback 
after competition is 
important.

4.27 .923 2.2 2.6 11.74 32.9 50.6

3 I believe that I have 
negative attitude in 
sending information.

2.07 1.021 36.8 27.7 29.9 2.6 3.0
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Percentage of frequency (%)
Num. Item M Sd. Strongly 

Disagree
Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly 

Agree
4 I believe that I have 

negative attitude in 
received information.

2.08 1.037 36.4 29.0 28.1 3.0 3.5

5 I believe that a one side 
communication is a 
failed communication

3.96 1.195 5.6 7.8 16.0 26.0 44.6

6 I believe that I am 
scared to speak in front 
of a crowd because fear 
of criticism.

4.16 .971 1.3 3.9 20.8 25.5 48.5

7 I believe that a 
telephone call 
is an effective 
communication 
process.

4.20 .927 2.6 3.9 11.7 34.2 47.6

8 I believe that radio 
is an effective 
communication 
process.

2.05 1.114 45.5 14.3 33.3 3.5 3.5

9 I believe that walls 
are an ineffective 
communication process

4.00 1.049 3.9 4.3 18.6 34.6 38.5

10 I believe that 
distances between 
people can also give 
communication 
barriers.

4.04 .997 2.2 4.8 20.3 32.5 40.3

11 I believe that physical 
distractions are one 
of the communication 
barriers.

3.95 1.164 6.5 5.6 14.3 33.8 39.8

12 I believe that an 
appropriate choice of 
media can overcome 
distance barriers 
between people.

3.97 1.176 6.5 4.8 16.9 28.6 43.3

13 I believe that 
technology also plays 
a part in barriers of 
communication

4.01 1.107 1.7 12.1 13.9 28.1 44.2

14 I believe that team 
sports need technology 
as a communication.

4.11 1.072 5.6 2.2 12.1 35.9 44.2

15 I believe that there is a 
lot of word may mean 
different things to 
different people.

4.00 1.161 6.9 2.2 19.0 27.7 44.2

Table 4. (con’t)
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Percentage of frequency (%)
Num. Item M Sd. Strongly 

Disagree
Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly 

Agree
16 I believe that improper 

feedback can be 
obstacles in effective 
communication.

3.93 1.174 6.1 7.8 12.6 34.2 39.4

17 I believe that listening 
ability can be 
obstacles in effective 
communication.

3.86 1.305 10.0 7.4 10.8 30.3 41.6

18 I believe that self-
perception of 
individuals can be 
obstacles in effective 
communication.

3.87 1.155 6.5 5.2 19.5 32.9 35.9

19 I believe that effort of 
individuals to distort 
the message can be 
obstacles in effective 
communication.

3.92 1.206 6.9 5.6 18.2 26.8 42.4

20 I believe that 
tradition can be 
obstacles in effective 
communication.

4.01 1.119 5.6 4.8 13.9 34.6 41.4

Average mean 3.74

Table 5. Perceived understanding of communication barriers by category

Num. Factor M Sd.
1. Process barriers 3.31 .590

2. Physical barriers 3.60 .681

3. Semantic barriers 3.93 .740

4. Psychosocial barriers 4.01 .756

From Table 5, it can be concluded that most of the respondents agreed that 
understanding psychosocial barriers is important as it includes the shared experiences 
among team members to communicate and exchange information. The psychosocial 
barriers also lead to an effective filtering process of information to enable effective 
communication among team members. LeCouteur and Feo (2011), in their study, found 
that communication among team members in team sports is important in achieving peak 
team performance during competitions. In the same way, Spink et al.  (2010), in their study, 
found that effective communication during competition only happens when the information 
sent and received is clear and succinct. These studies strengthen the present finding where 
the respondents agreed that the psychosocial factor which includes the filtering process is 
important in enhancing team cohesiveness. The high mean score for semantic barriers also 
indicates that words chosen for both spoken and written communication are important 
for reducing conflict and increasing cohesiveness (Veda & Rani, 2016). Semantic barriers 
also include the use of technology. The respondents believed that the team should be able 

Table 4. (con’t)
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to choose the appropriate technology application as a communication channel/medium 
in transmitting messages. This finding corroborates with a study by Tanha (2020) who 
found that the technology evolution has expanded the communication process from the 
previous traditional face-to-face form. This is supported by Kemp’s work (2018) which 
highlighted that the number of applications and social media users is gradually increasing 
and predicted to grow even more. 

Table 6 presents the mean and standard deviation scores for the items under perceived 
team cohesion: “I am enjoying the social activities of this team” (M = 4.30), “I am happy 
with the amount of playing time I get” (M = 4.32), “I am going to miss the members of this 
team when the season ends” (M = 4.27), “I am happy with my team’s level of desire to win” 
(M = 4.19 ), “Some of my best friends are on this team” (M = 4.22), “This team does not 
give enough opportunities to improve my personal performance” (M = 1.83), “I enjoy other 
parties more than team parties” (M = 1.80), “I am focusing on my own goal so that others 
will praise me for what I do” (M = 2.01), “For me, this team is one of the most important 
social groups to which I belong” (M = 4.30), “Members of our team would rather go out 
on their own than get together as a team” (M = 2.35), “We take responsibility for any loss 
or poor performance by our team” (M = 4.38), “Our team members rarely party together” 
(M = 4.27), “Our team members have conflicting aspirations for the team’s performance” 
(M = 1.84), “Our team would like to spend time together in the off season” (M = 4.35), “If  
members of our team have problems in practice, everyone wants to help them so we can get 
back together again” (M = 4.35), “Members of our team do not stick together outside of 
practices and games” (M = 1.96), “Our team members do not communicate freely about each 
athlete’s responsibilities during competition or practice” (M = 1.90), “As a team we consider 
decision for the performance during competition” (M = 4.20), “We talk about how we were 
going to achieve the objectives of the task” (M  = 4.28), “Problems in decision making were 
only discussed when they had become critical situations” (M = 4.35). The average mean score 
for all the items in perceived team cohesion was 3.48.

Table 6.  Mean and standard deviation scores for perceived team cohesion

Percentage of frequency (%)
Num. Item M Sd. Strongly 

Disagree
Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly 

Agree
1 I am enjoying the social 

activities of this team.
4.30 .770 3.0 4.3 18.2 28.6 45.9

2 I am happy with the 
amount of playing time 
I get.

4.32 .736 11.3 6.9 15.2 29.0 37.7

3 I am going to miss the 
members of this team 
when the season ends.

4.27 .991 3.0 1.3 12.1 33.3 50.2

4 I am happy with my 
team’s level of desire to 
win.

4.19 1.025 3.0 1.3 18.6 30.7 46.3

5 Some of my best 
friends are on this 
team.

4.22 .999 2.6 3.0 14.3 32.5 47.6

6 This team does not give 
enough opportunities 
to improve my personal 
performance.

1.83 .852 39.8 32.0 16.9 4.8 6.5
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Percentage of frequency (%)
Num. Item M Sd. Strongly 

Disagree
Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly 

Agree
7 I enjoy other parties 

more than team parties.
1.80 .799 39.0 28.1 20.8 6.1 6.1

8 I am focusing on my 
own goal so that others 
will praise me for what 
I do.

2.01 .944 38.1 26.4 33.3 0.4 1.7

9 For me, this team is one 
of the most important 
social groups to which I 
belong.

4.30 .770 6.1 3.5 16.9 29.4 44.2

10 Members of our team 
would rather go out 
on their own than get 
together as a team.

2.35 1.181 34.2 15.2 37.2 8.2 5.2

11 We take responsibility 
for any loss or poor 
performance by our 
team.

4.38 .712 4.8 6.1 12.6 32.9 43.7

12 Our team members 
rarely party together.

4.27 .884 2.6 4.3 13.9 31.2 48.1

13 Our team members 
have conflicting 
aspirations for the 
team’s performance.

1.84 .851 40.3 23.8 25.5 5.2 5.2

14 Our team would like to 
spend time together in 
the off  season.

4.35 .747 4.3 3.9 16.5 30.7 44.6

15 If members of our 
team have problems 
in practice, everyone 
wants to help them 
so we can get back 
together again.

4.35 .747 2.6 3.0 15.2 30.7 48.5

16 Members of our team 
do not stick together 
outside of practices 
and games.

1.96 .869 36.8 23.4 33.3 3.5 3.0

17 Our team members do 
not communicate freely 
about each athlete’s 
responsibilities during 
competition or practice.

1.90 .872 40.3 22.1 30.7 4.8 2.2

18 As a team, we consider 
decisions for the 
performance during 
competition.

4.20 .912 1.7 2.2 16.5 33.3 46.3

Table 6. (con’t)
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Percentage of frequency (%)
Num. Item M Sd. Strongly 

Disagree
Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly 

Agree
19 We talk about how we 

were going to achieve 
the objectives of the 
task.

4.28 .782 2.6 3.5 16.0 32.9 45.0

20 Problems in decision 
making were only 
discussed when they 
had become critical 
situations.

4.35 .747 4.8 3.0 13.9 29.0 49.4

Average mean 3.48

Inferential analysis
The results of the Pearson correlation test as presented in Table 7 shows that there is a 
significant association between perceived understanding of communication barriers and 
team cohesion. 

Table 7. Association between perceived understanding of communication barriers and 
team cohesion (N=231)

Team Cohesion
Communication Barriers Pearson Correlation .846**

Sig. (2-tailed) .000

N 231

Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

Referring to Guilford’s Rule of Thumb (1965), the result shows a significant strong 
relationship between the two factors as reflected by Table 7 (r = .846**, p < 0.01). This 
essentially demonstrates that a good understanding of communication barriers can improve 
team cohesion. The better the understanding of communication barriers, the stronger 
the cohesiveness developed among team members. Communication barriers obstruct 
effective communication which can affect several components of team sports such as team 
performance and interpersonal relationships (Mohd Aznan et al., 2018). Interaction between 
team members defines the relationship level in a team; in other words, their social activities, 
experiences, and insights should be mutual towards attaining effective team cohesion 
(McLaren & Spink, 2018). In addition, Salman (2021) also mentioned that a communicator 
needs to understand the communication channels and mediums used in interacting, where it 
can influence the social behaviour of a community. Thus, to achieve the team’s goal, all the 
team members should be concerned in developing good interaction and communication as 
well as reducing the most common barriers that could decrease the team’s performance and 
motivation, especially in competitions (Gershgoren et al., 2016). 

The study findings show that by understanding all the factors of communication 
barriers, cohesiveness can be enhanced and conflicts can be reduced; this aligns with 
Gershegoren et al. (2016). The importance of understanding a team is also emphasised 
by Harden et al. (2015) who found that team cohesion allows team members to be 
more accepting  of each other’s attitude and personality. The findings also prove that 
the cohesiveness within elite team athletes is derived from effective communication and 

Table 6. (con’t)
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interactions. Appropriate words spoken and written during communication enhance their 
relationship level (McLaren & Spink, 2018). Respecting others and sensitivity towards 
different cultures also improve team spirit and increase trust amongst team members 
(Harden et al., 2015). Though Harden et al.’s work (2015) did not focus specifically on 
communication barriers, their results proved that by being aware of communication 
barriers and being able to define them, team members could improve their perceptions of 
each other and develop a strong connection between them. This is important as they are 
working as a group to achieve their goals, especially during competitions. With strong team 
cohesion, the team will be motivated and able to face their anxieties and challenges well.

IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSION

Being aware of and understanding communication barriers is very important especially 
in a well-developed relationship as well as in group interactions. The different types of 
communication barriers cause different impacts on the communication process and 
established relationship. The process barriers are more likely to affect the self-confidence 
of either the sender or receiver on expectations during an interaction. The physical barriers 
most likely affect how messages are transmitted and received. Failure in selecting a proper 
communication channel will contribute to unproductive communication between the sender 
and receiver. Next, living in a multiracial country increases the possibility of experiencing 
semantic barriers, where the sender and receiver should master the same language for both 
spoken and written communication to ensure effective transmission of message. 

Lastly, both sender and receiver should have a mutual level of experience and 
interest to ensure that the messages conveyed are understood and the response is active. 
The findings show a significant strong relationship between perceived understanding of 
communication barriers and team cohesion. Thus, it can be concluded that comprehension 
and awareness of communication barriers are crucial for team cohesion. Although this 
study focused on handball and volleyball athletes, its findings demonstrate the importance 
of understanding communication barriers. Therefore, it is suggested that future studies 
could develop and confirm these initial findings by studying other types of team sports. 
Future researchers can also expand on the positive impact of the mediating factors of 
team cohesion. In conclusion, this study will be beneficial for coaches, educators, students, 
and the community in determining and understanding communication barriers in the 
expansion of knowledge and effective communication.

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 advent of e-commerce has substantially changed the nature of business. From traditional brick-
and-mortar shops to online shops, online businesses today allow people to sell and buy things 
anytime, anywhere. Online shopping has become more common and preferred by consumers because 
purchases can be done without the need to be physically present in stores as the transaction of goods 
and services are made via channels of the internet. In Malaysia, e-commerce has been growing rapidly 
and is not anticipated to slow down anytime soon, particularly with the help of social media platforms. 
E-commerce platforms have also grown in popularity and recognition among its users. As a result of 
this trend, researchers have begun to focus their research exclusively on Malaysian consumers, as 
prior studies have been largely focused on the purchasing habits of people in industrialised countries. 
To add to this literature, the present study explores the impact of e-commerce platforms towards 
young adults’ buying behaviour in Malaysia. This study employed a quantitative approach where a 
4-section questionnaire was used to collect data on two constructs: the convenience of e-commerce 
platforms and design of e-commerce websites. The questionnaire was distributed to Malaysian young 
adults  and yielded 160 valid responses. The Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB) was used to guide 
the study and the Statistical Package for the Social Science (SPSS) was used in analysing the 
collected data. The convenience of using e-commerce was found to have the most impact on young 
adults’ buying behaviour.

Keywords: E-commerce, convenience, website design, online shopping, young adult, buying 
behaviour
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INTRODUCTION

We are witnessing constant changes in the world we are living in today. The advent 
of e-commerce is a compelling example as it has transformed the nature of business 
substantially. While there are several definitions of e-commerce derived from different 
perspectives, two main elements can be found in most of the definitions. According to Li et 
al. (2021), e-commerce focuses on business practices that take place over the Internet, such 
as knowledge sharing, product promotion, customer support, and other related activities. 
Applications that facilitate these business operations, such as e-mail, web portals, online 
banks, electronic fund transfers, and payment gateways, are the second important part 
of e-commerce. Perumal et al. (2019) also argued the term e-commerce is used because 
the transaction of goods and services are done via channels of the Internet. Numerous 
e-commerce websites can be commonly found in social media platforms. Although claims 
and complaints relating to fake information is widespread in social media, these platforms 
continue to attract shoppers (Tengku Mahamad et al., 2021). Moreover, the COVID-19 
pandemic has further escalated the volume of e-commerce and exacerbated the effects 
of social media on users (Ling et al.,  2021). In summary, e-commerce has solidified its 
position to monopolise the overall market in business transactions.

The steady growth of global e-commerce is obvious. As reported by Sabanoglu 
(2021), global retail e-commerce revenues in 2020 amounted to US$4.28 trillion and are 
projected to grow to US$5.5 trillion in 2022. In Asia, China has dominated e-commerce 
where the country’s share of global e-commerce retail transaction volume has risen to more 
than 40% in 2019 as compared to a decade ago with only 1% (Kinda, 2019). Additionally, 
Woetzel et al. (2017) highlighted that China’s e-commerce transactions are worth more 
than that of France, Germany, Japan, the United Kingdom, and the United States (US) 
combined. US too experienced the same trend where the revenue generated by e-commerce 
reached USD413.6 billion in 2020 and is forecasted to increase to USD563.4 billion in 
2025 (Statista, 2021). Similarly, Europe’s e-commerce revenue is also forecasted to reach 
USD569.2 billion in 2025 (Rotar, 2021). These statistics attest to the  rapid growth of 
e-commerce and the expected revenue increase in the coming years.

Literature shows 54,800 research studies linked to e-commerce platforms that used 
social media tools to amplify their visibility to their customers around the world, with 
18,800 of them done in the context of Malaysia (around 34% of total research). This 
demonstrates the relevance of how, as a result of the effect of social media technologies, 
Malaysians are very much attached to social media platforms (Perumal et al., 2019). Since 
2017, there has been a 72% growth in research linked to e-commerce and social media, 
indicating the importance of social media in increasing e-commerce exposure among its 
consumers. Many consumers nowadays, approximately 62%, use social media to obtain 
information and trust e-commerce platforms (Yusoff et al., 2019). Thus, social media plays 
a vital role when it comes to selecting the correct online business to patronise.

E-commerce has been on the rise in Malaysia for a while now and is not expected to 
stop anytime soon. While consumers would prefer a real shopping experience where they 
are able to touch and try things on, nowadays many prefer something more convenient. 
This is demonstrated by the work of Rahman et al. (2018) which found that online 
shopping is becoming more common and preferred by consumers looking for a better 
value proposition in terms of information, convenience, value, and options. In addition, 
the buying behaviour of consumers could also be influenced by the well-designed websites 
of e-commerce. In this regard, Abdul Hamid et al. (2019) argued that a well-designed 
system is one of the crucial elements for a business to succeed because the e-commerce 
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website’s design not only caters to the needs and interests of consumers, but also guides 
them through the purchasing process. These aspects, not found in physical stores, might be 
the reason for consumers to prefer e-commerce for their purchases. 

As stated earlier, e-commerce has shown a very positive growth in Malaysia. 
According to Mohd Satar et al. (2019), Malaysia’s e-commerce industry is forecasted to hit 
USD 3.2 billion by 2019, with a Compound Annual Growth Rate (CAGR) of 19.5% from 
2014 to 2019. Obviously, the market of e-commerce is increasing due to rising demand 
from consumers. Therefore, it is crucial for this study to find the current pattern of online 
buying behaviour amongst consumers.

Conceptual framework

CONVENIENCE OF USING 
E-COMMERCE

E-COMMERCE WEBSITE DESIGN

YOUNG ADULTS’ BUYING 
BEHAVIOUR

Figure 1. Conceptual framework on the impact of e-commerce  
platforms towards young adults’ buying behaviour

Figure 1 shows the conceptual framework for the present study, which has two 
research objectives:

RO1:  To identify the impact of the convenience of using e-commerce 
towards young adults’ buying behaviour in Malaysia.

RO2:  To identify the impact of e-commerce website design towards young 
adult’s buying behaviour in Malaysia.

Thus, the research hypotheses are constructed as follows:

H1:  There is a significant impact of convenience of using e-commerce on 
young adults’ buying behaviour.

H2:  There is a significant impact of e-commerce website design on young 
adults’ buying behaviour.

LITERATURE REVIEW

As the term depicts, e-commerce is a system of selling and buying goods or services that is 
performed through the Internet. Each transaction is conducted using an online payment. 
Basically, e-commerce is a digital way of doing business. According to Urne & Aggrawal (2016), 
e-commerce allows business transactions to take place between organisations and individuals 
digitally where all business activities such as the purchase and sale of goods and services, as well 
as the transmission of data and funds are carried out electronically over the Internet. Lim et 
al. (2016), in their study, revealed that e-commerce is made up of two main components which 
are business practices conducted over an electronic medium and software application. Sakir & 
Koe (2020) added that, although there are several different definitions of e-commerce in the 
literature, it can be defined as the use of the Internet to conduct business transactions.
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In addition, e-commerce helps businesses to expand while making the sale and 
purchase process simpler by allowing them to deliver full package services to their customers 
(Sakir & Koe, 2020). Since e-commerce is an online transaction, Nazir et al. (2012) 
contended that online shopping offers more advantages than traditional shopping. Their 
study highlighted that the convenient and accessible shopping experience with just a click, 
or a tap provides consumers the option of customising the time and location of delivery to 
suit their needs. Rahman et al. (2018) also claimed that online shopping could save time, 
eliminate the need to queue up and offer 24/7 availability. As such, these advantages are 
important for people to live a more orderly daily life as they do not have to go to physical 
stores to buy things when they can use technology to help them with this task.

Social media and e-commerce visibility
The user’s response to e-commerce varies, depending on a variety of elements such as the 
time of publication and content. For example, similar pages reach peak traffic after 11 a.m. 
and then decline for the rest of the day. This implies that user reactions are influenced by 
the page’s content and attributes (Kumar et al., 2018). E-commerce platforms are capable 
of gathering data on brand visibility. A study carried out in South Africa that looked at the 
visibility of several South African university brands and their relative positioning on social 
media revealed a positive correlation between website presence and social media. Thus, social 
media can be described as a medium that can be shared through social interactions between 
people and organisations. It usually consists of highly accessible (simple to find) and scalable 
(can be utilised to reach a big number of people) publishing approaches (Zarella, 2010). 

Social media transforms broadcast media monologues (one to many) into social 
media dialogues by utilising the Internet and web-based technology (many to many). It 
promotes the democratisation of knowledge and information, allowing individuals to 
move from being simply content consumers to content producers (Botha et al., 2011; Sun 
et al., 2020). Vichit (2020), in his study, verified the used of social media as an important 
tool for e-commerce presence on a digital platform.

E-commerce platforms in developed and developing countries
According to Kurnia et al. (2015), e-commerce adoption has a lot of potential to help 
small and medium enterprises (SMEs) flourish in both developed and developing countries. 
Similarly, Agarwal and Wu (2015) claimed that e-commerce is critical for businesses in both 
developed and developing countries. In contrast, Lim et al. (2016) found that e-commerce 
in developed countries has proved to be extremely beneficial to enterprises, but not in 
developing countries. Most notably, Rahayu & Day (2015) stated that SMEs in developing 
countries lag far behind in adopting e-commerce as compared to developed countries. 
However, due to major variations in their country contexts, the findings from developed 
countries could not be applied to developing countries (Hussin et al., 2017).

E-commerce platforms in Malaysia
Statista (2021) reported that Shopee led the Malaysian e-commerce sector as the most 
visited e-commerce platform in the fourth quarter of 2020, followed by Lazada and PG 
Mall. It was the most popular online shopping platform in Malaysia and Southeast Asia, 
with about 47.3 million clicks (Muller, 2021). Before the emergence of the current major 
e-commerce players, Lelong had once dominated Malaysia’s e-commerce space since its 
establishment in 2007, together with other online shops like FashionValet and Mudah that 
were launched in 2010 and 2011, respectively. However, their domination subsequently 
waned in 2012 when major e-commerce websites like Lazada and Zalora were launched 
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(Aprameya, 2020). As such, the e-commerce industry in Malaysia is constantly evolving 
over time with the continuous entry of new e-commerce sites.

Advantages of e-commerce
According to Kartiwi et al. (2018), small and medium-sized businesses will benefit from 
e-commerce by using new technology to trade. For one, this will help them respond fast to 
emerging trends in purchased goods. Apart from that, SMEs could save their advertising budget 
as well. As we know, e-commerce is a platform that can attract buyers by offering attractive 
visuals; as such, sellers can utilise attractive visuals to grab people’s attention. It is a 2-in-1 
strategy where sellers could sell and promote their products or services at the same time. 

Therefore, according to Mandel (2017), through e-commerce, sellers can save costs 
in promoting and advertising to reach more potential customers. This is the opposite of 
traditional marketing methods. Furthermore, e-commerce also brings advantages to the 
buyer. As highlighted by Abdul Hamid et al. (2019), online shopping offers lower and more 
direct prices, enabling price comparison to be done instantly, a comprehensive variety of 
products and services as well as a far more convenient shopping option as compared to 
conventional shopping inconveniences such as overcrowding, time spent in long lines at 
cashier counters, and battling for parking spaces in crowded malls.

E-commerce effects on Malaysia’s economy
The Malaysian government has been working extensively over the last decade to achieve 
its target of becoming a higher-income country by 2020, as part of the government’s 
Economic Transformation Program (ETP). In line with this goal, several main service 
industries including e-commerce have been actively promoted and subsidised (Wei et al., 
2018). Without a doubt, digital business is the future. As reported by The Star (2021), the 
e-commerce sector grew significantly in 2016, contributing RM74.6 billion, or 6.1% of the 
gross domestic product (GDP), up from RM68.3 billion, or 5.9%, in 2015 (“E-commerce 
continues to flourish”, 2021).

To support the e-commerce industry, the Digital Free Trade Zone (DFTZ) was 
established in 2017 with two main goals, which are to develop Malaysia as a regional 
e-commerce e-fulfilment centre, and to encourage Malaysian SMEs to export through 
e-commerce (MDEC, 2018). In addition, in 2017, the government also developed Malaysia’s 
National E-Commerce Strategic Roadmap (NESR), with the intention of doubling 
Malaysia’s e-commerce growth rate from 10.8% in 2016 to 20.8% by 2020 (MDEC, 2017). 
In short, the Malaysian government embarked on many initiatives to boost the e-commerce 
sector in this country, as a strategy to boost the growth of the economy.

Young adults’ buying behaviour
According to Yusof (2021), Malaysia remains a good potential market for e-commerce 
in Southeast Asia because of its dynamic economy, established enthusiasm for digital 
technologies, strong talent pool, and large young population. This is attested to by Muda et 
al. (2016) who reported that young adults, accounting for 40% of the country’s population, 
form the largest group of Internet users in Malaysia. Since they grew up in the information 
age, the younger generation is more technologically aware and more likely to use social 
media on a regular basis. This cohort is also believed to be the largest group to use the 
Internet as a shopping platform. Mokhtar et al. (2020) indicated that people who shop 
at online stores are generally younger than those who shop at physical stores. Despite 
the fact that older generations are becoming more Internet savvy, young people continue 
to dominate the online population. Due to the continuous advancement of technologies, 
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people nowadays have slowly switched their way of buying goods from the brick-and-
mortar to online stores. It is no surprise if  the number of online shoppers amongst young 
adults continues to rise as they form the majority of Internet users in Malaysia.

Significance of study
This research is highly important to marketers as it delves into helpful insights about 
current consumer buying behaviour. It is vital for businesses to understand the behaviour 
of consumers as it allows them to identify their demand. Thus, marketers may use the 
findings of this study to predict market trends and design appropriate marketing platforms 
to stay relevant. Moreover, policymakers would also benefit from this study as it would 
help them evaluate and implement suitable policies that are in line with the current trend 
of e-commerce adoption. With the strong trend of adoption, consumers have started to 
expect more from the industry. This somehow will also impact their buying behaviour. For 
this reason, new policies related to digital trading should be formulated and implemented 
to ensure the e-commerce industry continues to grow. This will not only benefit e-commerce 
companies but also the country’s economy. Furthermore, Malaysia Digital Economy 
Corporation (MDEC) should use insights from this research to have a better understanding 
of the current status of e-commerce.

Since people are rapidly adapting to e-commerce, the physical store might barely 
survive. Therefore, MDEC could also work with the Ministry of Domestic Trade and 
Consumer Affairs to address this issue before it gets worse. For instance, while maintaining 
an attractive market for-ecommerce, the ministry could make the economic structure more 
dynamic and robust, so that both digital and conventional trading can support one another 
and progress in tandem. In addition, this study would benefit future research by providing 
the latest data pertaining to e-commerce and buying behaviour. New research could also 
examine the  extent to which buying behaviour can be affected by e-commerce.

METHODOLOGY

Study questionnaire
The study questionnaire consisted of four sections, where Section A collected data of the 
respondents’ demographics, Section B looked at the convenience of using e-commerce, 
Section C examined the design of e-commerce websites and lastly, young adults’ buying 
behaviour was assessed in Section D. The questionnaire constructed by the researcher was 
adapted from previous research as mentioned in Table 1 and was distributed using Google 
Forms. A five-point Likert scale was employed in the questionnaire, with values ranging 
from 1 (Strongly disagree) to 5 (Strongly agree).

Table 1. Study questionnaire

SECTION SOURCE
SECTION A: DEMOGRAPHICS
 1. Age

Mokhtar et al. (2020)
 2. Gender

 3. Occupation

 4. Monthly income

SECTION B: CONVENIENCE OF USING E- COMMERCE
 1. I use e-commerce because it is available anytime of the day. Kibandi & Reuben (2019)
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SECTION SOURCE
 2. I use e-commerce because it offers a broader selection of 

products.

 3. I can easily compare prices when I shop using e-commerce. Ahmed et al. (2017)

 4. I use e-commerce because it has better deals than physical stores.

 5. I use e-commerce because it takes little time to purchase online.

 6. I use e-commerce because the information provided is relevant. Kibandi & Reuben
(2019)

 7. I use e-commerce because it is an easy and error-free ordering and 
transaction procedure.

 8. I use e-commerce because it provides detailed product information.

SECTION C: E-COMMERCE WEBSITE DESIGN
 1. The appealing and organised design of the e-commerce platform 

influenced me to shop at e-commerce platforms.

Kibandi & Reuben 
(2019)

 2. The design of the e-commerce platform has often made me buy 
goods and services online.

 3. I spend a lot of money shopping online.

 4. The design of the e-commerce platform has often made me buy 
goods and services from many e- commerce market platforms.

 5. The design of the e-commerce platform attracts me to buy a wide 
variety of products and services online.

SECTION D: YOUNG ADULTS’ BUYING BEHAVIOUR
 1. I spend over 2 hours daily on the Internet.

Ahmed et al. (2017)

 2. I have visited online shopping websites before.

 3. I have thought about purchasing from a website or page.

 4. I have accounts on multiple shopping sites.

 5. I have or will buy online very soon.

 6. I have bought products online more than once.

 7. I have bought products from multiple websites.

 8. When I purchase online, it is better than conventional ways.

 9. I would definitely buy online again.
 
Population and sample size
The population for this study are young adults who actively use e-commerce in Selangor. 
As reported by The Star Online, Selangor has the second highest percentage of young 
adults in Malaysia after Sabah at 46.7% (Ahmad, 2019). Young adults were chosen 
because, as mentioned earlier, they are more likely to use mobile technology actively, 
especially smartphones where e-commerce platform apps can be easily downloaded. 
Hence, this population would be the most significant for this study. Not to mention, 
Selangor was chosen because most of the e-commerce consumers in Malaysia are from 
this state. According to the Malaysian Department of Statistics (DOSM), 2.22 million of 
Selangor residents comprised the largest group of e-commerce consumers in 2021. This 
data came from a national survey of eight million households conducted in 2019 (Zamlus, 
2020). Convenience sampling was employed to select respondents and the quantitative 
methodology of survey was used to collect data. However, due to the limitation of physically 
meeting respondents during the pandemic, the questionnaire was distributed online.

Table 1. (con’t)
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RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Demographics 

Table 2. Demographic profile of respondents (n=160)

Profile characteristics Frequency Percent (%)
Gender
Male 29 18.1

Female 131 81.9

Age
18 – 23 30 18.8

24 – 29 91 56.9

30 – 35 39 24.4

Occupation
Student 40 25.0

Employed 93 58.1

Self-employed 13 8.1

Unemployed 14 8.8

Monthly income
RM0 − RM1,200 58 36.3

RM1,201 – RM2,000 26 16.3

RM2,001 − RM3,000 33 20.6

RM3,001 − RM4,000 22 13.8

RM4,001 − RM5,000 8 5.0

RM5,001 and above 13 8.1

Table 2 shows that the majority of the respondents were female (81.9%) with 131 
respondents and male (18.1%) with 29. With regard to age, those aged 24−29 comprised 
the biggest group (56.9%), followed by those aged 30−35 (24.4%) and 18−23 (18.8%). 
There were four categories for occupations, which were student (25%), employed (58.1%), 
self-employed (8.1%) and unemployed (8.8%). As for level of income, 36.3% earned RM0−
RM1,200, 16.3% earned RM1,201−RM 2,000, 20.6% earned RM2,001−RM3,000, 13.8% 
earned RM3,001−RM4,000, 5% earned RM4,001−RM5,000 while 8.1% earned more 
than RM5,001.

Mean and standard deviation
Descriptive statistics was run using SPSS to study the factors of e-commerce platforms 
that impacted buying behaviour. As shown in Table 3, the mean score for all sections B, C 
and D are above 4.1. Meanwhile, all the sections produced high standard deviation scores 
which are more than 0.6.

Table 3. Mean and standard deviation scores for 3 factors

Item Mean Std. Deviation
Section B 4.2586 .61830

Section C 4.1075 .75864

Section D 4.3653 .70520



Special Issue: iCOMS2021

23

Reliability
Cronbach’s alpha is widely used to test the internal consistency of all study variables. Sekaran 
& Bougie (2013) indicated that a Cronbach’s alpha value that exceeds 0.6 indicates a good 
reliable variable. For this study, the reliability analysis revealed that the Cronbach’s alpha value 
for each factor was above 0.70, which suggests that all the factors are reliable in this study.
 

Table 4. Reliability analysis

    Item No. of items Cronbach’s alpha Remarks

All Sections 4 0.701 Good

Section B 8 0.850 Very Good

Section C 5 0.894 Very Good

Section D 9 0.849 Very Good

Validity 
To test the adequacy of the sample size for this study, the Kaiser-Mayer-Olkin (KMO) 
test and Bartlett’s test of sphericity was conducted. Based on Table 5, the sample size is 
deemed sufficient for the study as the KMO value produced was 0.702, well above the 
recommended value of 0.5 (Malhotra & Birks, 2015). For Bartlett’s test of sphericity, the 
0.000 value generated proves that the analysis is significant as Cronbach (1951) highlighted 
that the significant value of Bartlett’s test should be less than 0.5.

Table 5.  KMO and Bartlett’s test

Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin Measure of Sampling Adequacy. .702

Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity Approx. Chi-Square 223.654

df 3

Sig. .000

Pearson correlation analysis
To test the hypotheses drawn based on the objectives of the present study, the Pearson 
correlation test was carried out. The results are shown in Tables 6 & 7.

Table 6. Correlation analysis

Section B Section C Section D

Section B Pearson Correlation 1 .695** .724**

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000

N 160 160 160

Section C Pearson Correlation .695** 1 .575**

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000

N 160 160 160

Section D Pearson Correlation .724** .575** 1

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000

N 160 160 160

Table 6 shows that the value of Pearson Correlation for all sections is 1. The best value 
of correlation ranges from -1 to +1. Therefore, this indicates that both independent variables 
(Section B and Section C) are positively correlated with the dependent variable (Section D).
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Table 7.  Regression analysis

Model Summary
Predictor R R-Squared Adjusted R-Squared Std. Error of the Estimate
Section B .724 .524 .521 .48814

Section C .575 .331 .327 .57826

       a. Dependent Variable: Section D

Table 7 shows all the predictors of convenience using e-commerce platforms (Section 
B) and design of e-commerce websites (Section C). The value of R for Section B is .724 
and R-squared is .524 while for Section C, the R and R-squared values are .575 and .331, 
respectively. This demonstrates a significantly positive relationship between convenience 
using e-commerce platforms (52.4%) and young adults’ buying behaviour. Meanwhile, the 
design of e-commerce website demonstrates a moderately positive relationship with young 
adults’ buying behaviour (33.1%). Therefore, based on the above results, the outcome of 
hypotheses testing is shown in Table 8. 

Table 8.  Hypotheses testing

Independent variables Hypotheses Status
Convenience of using 
e-commerce

H1:  There is a significant impact of convenience of using 
e-commerce on young adults’ buying behaviour.

Accepted

E-commerce website design H2:  There is a significant impact of e-commerce website 
design on young adults’ buying behaviour

Accepted

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, the overall findings show that both variables, namely convenience of 
using e-commerce and the design of e-commerce website have a significant impact on 
consumer buying behaviour, particularly amongst Selangor’s young adults. Amongst the 
two variables, convenience of using e-commerce was found to have a stronger impact on 
young adults’ buying behaviour. The findings show that the most noticeable element of 
convenience is the availability of e-commerce platforms at any time of the day. This finding 
can be attributed to the time constraints faced by the respondents as most of them are 
employed. In addition, for the e-commerce website design, the most prominent element 
for this variable is the appealing and organised design. The respondents agreed that this 
element has strongly influenced them to shop online. Notably, a well-organised website 
design will enhance usability, therefore providing an enjoyable experience for the user.

Products and services are efficiently promoted to the audience in the shortest  
feasible time with the use of social media as a technique to improve its visibility. As a 
result of the use of various social media technologies available on the market, e-commerce 
platforms have grown in popularity. Malaysians are curious about the promotions, content, 
and marketing strategies used by e-commerce on digital platforms. The ease with which the 
audience can use the platforms, as well as the ease with which they can compare information 
and website design, bolsters further the audience’s commitment to the platforms.

The user’s chosen e-commerce platform, as well as factors such as personal growth 
are factors that determine satisfactory delivery and understanding customer preferences. In 
addition, other factors such as sustainability, equality, environmental-friendliness, and political 
viewpoints are also factors that influence whether or not a brand is desirable. From search 
options to screen transitions, customer support, and payment and delivery options, the entire 
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customer experience must be seamless. In the future, click-and-collect, kerbside collection, and 
straightforward payment will become the rule, not the exception.

The findings also reveal the crucial role of the government in providing affordable 
and high-speed Internet access for a pleasant customer experience in e-commerce as they 
prefer to shop online rather than the traditional method. This is in line with Mokhtar et al.’s 
(2020) findings whereby convenience significantly influences young adults’ online shopping 
engagement. Marketers also play an important role in this matter. For instance, they should 
always ensure the design of e-commerce platforms is attractive as it will be more pleasant for 
the e-commerce consumer. In this regard, Abdul Hamid et al. (2019) also emphasised that a 
well-designed e-commerce system is one of the important elements for a successful business.

It should be noted that this study has a few limitations that future research may 
address in studying Malaysia’s consumer behaviour. Since this study only focused on the 
younger generation, its findings may not be generalisable to the entire population. Hence, 
further studies can consider including the older generation to reflect the preferences of both 
generations. Furthermore, as this study only covered two variables, future research can 
fruitfully explore more variables, namely risks and price, as well as customer satisfaction.

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

Advertisements have evolved over time. In today’s progressive era, one can find a wide range of 
advertisements. More specifically, in recent years, digital media or new media has grown significantly, 
and has emerged as a critical mode of communication in marketing and advertising for brand 
sustainability. The consequences of beauty obsession through online advertising on women in 
Malaysia has garnered much attention in recent years, whereby the feeling of insecurity and 
obsession is very much likely to trigger the purchase of beauty products. The primary purpose of this 
research is to understand women’s perceptions of their self-conscious beauty obsessions through 
online advertising. The objectives of the research are (i) to identify the extent of public perception 
towards online advertising, (ii) to identify the extent of women’s beauty obsession towards online 
advertising, and (iii) to determine the relationship between perception and beauty obsession towards 
online advertising among women. This study employed a quantitative research design. The study 
sample was done using convenience sampling which is a form of non-probability sampling. The 
researchers chose this technique because the target population was mainly women aged 18 to 49, 
living in Taman Tun Dr Ismail (TTDI) Jaya, Shah Alam, Selangor and are active social media users. 
Results demonstrate that beauty obsession in women portrayed by online advertising influences 
women’s perception negatively and advertisers should incorporate more positive elements in the 
future. Despite transitioning into a modern digital era, women continue to be unfairly depicted in online 
advertisements. Advertisements continue to promote the stereotype that beauty leads to a happier 
existence with improved career prospects and domestic bliss. This detrimental stereotype has an 
adverse effect on the consumer’s self-esteem, leading to derogation. Instead, the advertisements 
must be practical and inspiring in a positive way, while still embracing authenticity.

Keywords: Perception, beauty obsession, online advertisements, advertisement, beauty product, 
self-conscious
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INTRODUCTION

Advertisements have evolved over time and today, in the progressive era, one can find 
a wide range of advertisements. “Commercial consumer” advertising which caters to the 
largest audience group to sell a commercial product or service is specifically targeted for the 
Internet (Hasyim et al., 2019). This type of advertisement involves the greatest amount of 
cost and professional expertise, but produces the highest advertising revenue. Needless to 
say, commercial market advertisements play an important role in today’s economic structure. 

Digital media is a general term that refers to the emerging media movement that 
has replaced conventional media such as newspapers and magazines. Today, most Internet 
users are familiar with the idea of digital media, which includes social media platforms 
such as Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, as well as video blogging sites such as YouTube. 
Digital media advertising promotes products and services on a continuous basis as a way 
of reminding consumers so that they can buy it when the time comes. Only by selecting 
the appropriate social media platforms, can a marketer improve brand awareness (Bija & 
Balas, 2014). As a result, advertisements can be seen, heard, and noticed everywhere. 

Many media commercials feature women who most closely resemble the ideal female 
in terms of beauty, attitude, work, and family life. As such, many women identify with the 
urban smart female and desire to emulate the elegant woman shown in advertisements (Ng 
& Chan, 2014). This sentiment is reflected in Malaysian beauty advertisements as well; the 
product is advertised as emanating a vivid, fair, youthful radiance. As a result, Malaysian 
consumers associate them with youthfulness. Often, advertisers use stereotypes to convey 
this message, and they do so in a variety of ways. These approaches may take the form of 
visuals, unusual spellings, or even the use of connotations.

Problem statement
Every day, we are exposed to a visual world of advertisements and newspapers, photography 
and magazines, film and TV, websites and the Internet — a digital ecosystem that is often 
condemned for its inherent influence on our lives. Unfortunately, media practitioners 
manipulate the attitudes and expectations of people with the delusions they create. They 
distort reality by trying to impress them with their ideologies. According to Baird (2015), 
media influences the society by manipulating the interactions and relationships with self  
and others and by shaping social behaviours. The ads subject women to a physical and 
emotional toll as they try to keep up with the idealistic beauty portrayed in the media 
around them. Listyani et al. (2018) stated that, nowadays, women who are tall, slim, fair as 
well as flaunting straight hair  and a beautiful body is considered lovely by the advertising 
industry. Amidst this, only a handful advertisements give women of all ages, shapes, and 
sizes an elusive, glamorous portrayal. Indeed, society has set up unrealistic expectations of 
beauty by featuring photo-shopped and computer-enhanced models in advertising, which 
has contributed to feelings of insecurity among normal women.

According to Britton (2012), the media impacts self-image negatively. It is proven 
that consumers are affected in some way by the cosmetic industry. The media has been 
shown to make women feel uncomfortable, especially with the use of adornments for 
women who lack self-esteem (Emily & Zuraidah, 2013). Additionally, the representations 
of women in most ads typically set an unrealistic ideal physical appearance for women. 
Sadly, nowadays, women seem to have been conditioned to perceive her face as a mask and 
her body as an object. She has been manipulated to believe that she is in need of continuous 
change and disguise. As a result of these advertisements, many women suffer from body 
image dissatisfaction, appearance anxiety and body shame (Ross & Kevin, 2015). 
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RESEARCH OBJECTIVES
The objectives of this research are to:
i. to identify the level of public perception towards online advertising
ii. to identify the level of women’s beauty obsession towards online advertising
iii. to determine the relationship between perception and beauty obsession towards online 

advertising amongst women

LITERATURE REVIEW

Digital media portraying ideal beauty and body image comparison
Physical awareness refers to a person’s impression of their physical self, as well as the 
thoughts and feelings that come from that perception, whether good, negative, or both 
(Fardouly, 2020). 

Online advertising featuring women has a positive and important effect on the 
purchasing behaviour of consumers. Commercials typically aim to produce customer 
awareness, information, interest, and reaction about a specific product (Anjum et al., 2015). 
These impact customer purchasing behaviour and shape the habits of society regarding 
products. Furthermore, commercials help viewers to make product-related choices. 
Typically, people are attracted to ads that feature women. In other words, a presentation 
by women enhances the interest of customers for the products or services on offer.

Advertising distorted reality
Ayu (2020) mentioned that women’s magazines through their advertisements promote 
beauty products to women who desire fairness and that beauty has become an absolute 
religious necessity for women, thus forcing them to do their utmost to preserve their 
beauty. Apart from that, G. P. & Unnithan (2017) added that the “ideal” women are often 
stereotyped as being beautiful and feminine with perfect bodies and behaviour in ads using 
visual and textual elements. In fact, it is argued that “advertising in the modern society is 
the most important institution of ‘socialisation’ ”. 

This situation has brought to light how businesses and professionals who regulate 
ads continue to exert their power and exploit the values of women. Lau & Mohd Don 
(2010) perceived that such ads subtly skew reality and exploit customers to make them 
purchase both a way of life and products. Studies on advertising in women’s magazines 
hold a great deal  interest for advertisers. For instance, brightening or whitening of skin 
colour is a notable example of trend that has changed the understanding of attractiveness 
in society. The influence of such advertising left a negative, racist mark on society. The late 
19th century and early 20th century also witnessed skin lightening as a grooming trend 
amongst men, as Jones (2013) reported. This trend left an impact so strong, that to date, 
beauty commercials remain prejudiced against dark skin.

Additionally, Jones (2013) highlighted that advertisements often portray light-skinned 
women in higher status roles, be it socially, politically, and in other areas. The idealisation of 
light skin, however, contrasts strongly with the vision of a sunken, bronzed beauty. Adolescents 
also express the desire to get tanned, meaning that the tanned look complies with the perceived 
societal expectations for attractiveness. Whilst Carcioppolo et al. (2016) explained that with 
this comparison, light skin variations can be considered attractive, which aligns with the belief  
that if their skin is lighter in colour, women of other ethnicities can be beautiful as well. The 
pervasiveness of whiteness as a beauty ideal in beauty advertising is detrimental to women and 
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cultures because its consequences are magnified by the concept of familiarity and the resulting 
ecosystem is not one that encourages inclusivity (Yip et al., 2019).

Ideal beauty portrayal in media
According to Chiodo (2015), the ideal feminine beauty is a term that has been socially 
established by claiming that physical attractiveness is the embodiment of a woman’s most 
important attributes and that she needs to do everything possible to achieve and preserve this 
attractiveness. In their work, Albertson et al. (2015) found that feminine beauty principles 
are based on heteronormative concepts that discriminate in large part against women of 
all sexual orientations. These definitions often involve the body shape of a woman, which 
typically varies by culture. Further, the demand for a precise definition of ideal appearance 
to comply with these standards may lead to radical psychological consequences. 

Gu (2017) agreed that at very early ages, girls are exposed to representations of this 
ideal, and such continuous exposure continue into adulthood. These ideals of beauty are 
repeatedly emphasised by advertisements, promoting them around the world. With the full 
awareness that body image is an important perception in the minds of their teen and young 
adult customers, these companies market the illusion of an ideal appearance.

Effect of social media on self-esteem  
Beauty standards affect both men and women around the world, but it has been exacerbated 
through advertisements, films, and social media. To investigate the impact of media on self-
esteem, Muqaddas et al. (2017) conducted interviews with 150 respondents from Institute of 
Business Management and found that the girls thought the images depicted in the media were 
unrealistic and unreal. The white girls said that guys judged them based on photographs seen 
on social media platforms, whereas the minority girls believed that the images depicted in the 
media did not fulfil the requirements of the reference group with whom they identify with. 

In today’s digital world, self-presentation of attractiveness and other people’s judgment 
play a significant role in the development of girls’ identities (Hardy et al., 2014).  Additionally, 
as stated by Meier & Gray (2014), new interactive platforms available on social media show how 
self-presentations and peer pressures are linked to beauty standards (Tengku & Aini, 2020).

Due to the excessive social, psychological, and practical benefits associated with this 
ideal, as well as the conviction that their lives would change for the better, many women 
may imitate their ideal media figure (Hardy et al., 2014).

METHODOLOGY

In a non-probability sample, certain individuals are more likely to be selected than others  
(Alexa & Kevan, 2019). For this study, the researcher chose convenience sampling to prepare 
the study sample because the target population was women aged 18 to 49, live in TTDI Jaya, 
Shah Alam, Selangor, and are active social media users. Further, the proportion of urban-
rural Internet users sampled matched the urban-rural population split of 76.4% in 2018 and 
77.2% in 2020 (Malaysia Communications and Multimedia Commission, 2020). Moreover, 
in a survey conducted by Malaysia Communications and Multimedia Commission (MCMC)
(2020), there is a divide between transaction-based and non-transaction-based activities, with 
the majority of Internet users using the Internet for social purposes (e.g., text/audio/video 
communication, social networking sites, etc.). Data collection took place in June 8−20, 2021. 
The sample included people who live in close proximity to the researchers. 
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Many studies have looked at the effects of social media technologies and applications 
on various parts of people’s lives because social media has become an inseparable component 
of people’s everyday activities (Bartosik et al., 2017), especially those in urban areas. Maeve 
and Brenner (2013) in studying the use of social networking sites in various residential regions, 
discovered that women in urban and suburban areas used social media more than individuals 
in rural areas. While 67% of Internet users use social media, young adults aged 18 to 29 were 
found to utilise social media at a higher rate than any other age groups. 

A closed-ended questionnaire comprising 23 statements were distributed online to 
a sample of 120 women selected from the target population. In some cases, for better 
understanding of the respondents, the questionnaires were translated to English. The 
growing demand for a representative statistical sample in empirical research created a need 
for an efficient technique of estimating sample size. To fill this void, Krejcie & Morgan 
(1970), developed a method to determine the sample size for a given population. The 
response rate was approximately 84.2%, as only 101 questionnaires were completed to be 
used for analysis.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The data collected were analysed using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences 
(SPSS). The independent (IV) and dependent variables (DV) of the study were also  
tested. 

Frequency distribution

Table 1. Breakdown of respondents by race

Race Frequency Percentage (%)
Malay 49 48.5

Indian 25 24.8

Chinese 16 15.8

Others 11 10.9

Total 101 100

 Table 1 shows that the majority of the respondents were Malay (48.5%), followed 
by Indian (24.8%), Chinese (15.8%) and others (10.9%). 

Table 2. Breakdown of respondents by age

Age Frequency Percentage (%)
18 – 29 38 37.6

30 – 39 37 36.6

40 – 49 26 25.7

Total 101 100

Table 2 shows that the respondents were aged 18 to 29 years old (37.6%), 30 to 39 
years old (36.6%) and  40 to 49 years old (25.7%). As mentioned earlier, all the respondents 
were females from TTDI Jaya, Shah Alam, Selangor. 
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Table 3. Breakdown of respondents by highest education level

Highest Education Level Frequency Percentage (%)
Secondary 49 48.5

Diploma 25 24.8

Degree 16 15.8

Masters 11 10.9

Total 101 100

Table 3 shows that the highest education level of the respondents varied widely. It 
ranged from degree (47.5%) to diploma (22.8%),  secondary (15.8), and masters (13.9%).

Table 4. Breakdown of respondents by occupation

Occupation Frequency Percentage (%)
Student 16 15.8

Self-employed 20 19.8

Government sector 16 15.8

Private sector 36 35.6

Unemployed 13 12.9

Total 101 100

The majority of the respondent were employed in the private sector (35.6%). Those 
who were self-employed made up 19.8%. Government sector employees and students 
comprised the same percentage (15.8%). The lowest number of respondents were those 
unemployed (12.9%) as shown in Table 4.

Table 5. Hours spent online

Hours Frequency Percentage (%)
1−2 18 17.8

3−5 38 37.6

6−8 26 25.7

9−11 13 12.9

More than 12 6 5.9

Total 101 100

Table 5 shows that the majority of the respondents (37.6%) spent 3−5 hours of their 
time online. There were also respondents who spent 6−8 hours online (25.7%). The lowest 
time spent online were 1−2 hours (17.8%) while 12.9% of the respondents spent 9−11 
hours online. The smallest group of 5.9% spent more than 12 hours online.

Table 6. Clicking on Internet advertisement

Frequency Percentage (%)
At least once 17 16.8

Occasionally 39 38.6

Frequently 45 44.6

Total 101 100
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Based on Table 6, almost half  of the respondents (44.6%) frequently clicked on the 
online advertisements, while 38.6% and 16.8% of the respondents did it occasionally and  
at least once, respectively.

Table 7. Media influence on women

Media influence on women Frequency Percentage (%)
Yes 94 93.1

No 7 6.9

Total 101 100

Table 7 shows the respondents’ opinion on the influence of media on women. The 
majority of the respondents said Yes (93.1%) while 6.9% said No.

Table 8. Watching female beauty in online advertisements

Frequency Percentage (%)
Yes 97 96

No 4 4

Total 101 100

The majority of the respondents admited that they watch female beauty in online 
ads (96%), whilst only 4% denied.

Table 9. Frequency of watching female beauty in online advertisements

Frequency Percentage (%)
Every day 50 49.5

Once a week 34 33.7

Once a month 12 11.9

Never 5 5

Total 101 100

Table 9 shows the frequency of the respondents who watch female beauty in online 
ads. Almost half  (49%) of the respondents watch such ads every day, followed by 33.7% 
who watch once a week, and 11.9% who watch once a month. Only 5% never watched such 
ads. 

Table 10. Results of Question: Do beautiful female models in online advertisements make 
you feel compelled to conform to an ideal body?

Frequency Percentage (%)
Yes 64 63.4

No 37 36.6

Total 101 100

Table 10 shows that 63% of respondents felt compelled to conform to an ideal body 
after watching beautiful female models in online advertisements while 36.6% did not. 
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Identification of class interval
Level of public perception towards online advertising

Table 11.  Level of public perception towards online advertising

Class interval Level of public perception towards online advertising
35 – 42 High

27 – 34 Moderate

19 – 26 Low

Level of public perception towards online advertising Frequency Percentage (%)
Low 9 9

Moderate 54 54

High 37 37

Total 101 100

Table 11 shows that majority of the respondents have a moderate level (54%) of 
perception towards online advertising while 37% demonstrated a high level on how they 
perceive online advertisement. However, about 9% of the respondents have a low level of 
perception towards online advertising. The tendency for a moderate level of perception 
towards online advertising can be attributed to more people increasingly accessing the 
Internet to research about products or services before making purchases (Vinoth, 2018). 

The results show that most of the respondents (60.4%) agreed to the statement 
that  online advertisements are credible. This is because advertising credibility and 
trustworthiness is deemed important in evaluating the message’s quality and efficacy 
(Skard & Thorbjornsen, 2014). It has an impact on consumer sentiments and boosts their 
desire to buy from a familiar brand, all of which reflect the effectiveness of the advertising 
appeal (Eun & Wan, 2019). It is possible that a strong advertising credibility can boost 
brand and company credibility, as well as improve their overall image. As such, most of the 
online advertisement nowadays are considered trustworthy. This statement was agreed to 
by 58.4% of the respondents because earning consumer trust is the goal of any successful 
campaign, whether it’s through standby advertising like TV, newspapers, and radio, or 
modern media like mobile and web. Thus, perceived credibility is a key component in 
advertising effectiveness.

The degree to which consumers believe in the advertisement’s integrity and 
information, which is referred to as advertising credibility, has the most effect on consumer 
attitudes and buying habits (Hassan & Mohammed, 2016). To this end, a high percentage 
of respondents agreed that online advertisements are believable (55.4%). Moreover, 59.4% 
of the respondents agreed that online advertisement is a valuable source of information 
of products/services. This can be primarily as a result of the world’s unprecedented rate of 
industrial production, as well as emergence of increasingly sophisticated means of creating 
and disseminating advertisement: multi-colour printing, analogue and then digital radio, 
television, satellite communications, and finally computers and the Internet. Thus, it is not 
surprising that Internet advertising has increased over the past decade globally, given the 
rapid advancement of technology and proliferation of Internet access. The creation of 
radio and its emergence as an advertising medium in the 1920s did not have a significant 
impact on the advertising sector, which was previously dominated by newspapers and 
magazines (Tari, 2018). Progressively, advertising has become better organised and more 
professional.
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The results also demonstrate that online advertisements informed the respondents 
which brands have the features they are looking for. It is possible that they perceived every 
brand advertised online to communicate something that the product has. This suggests 
that informative advertising creates awareness of products/services. It also announces new 
products and can educate the audience about the attributes and features of the promoted 
products.  

A majority of the respondents (55.4%) also believed that online advertisements 
keep them updated about the latest products/services available in the marketplace. This is 
because in the progressive era, information is easily available at our fingertips. Respondents 
spent 3-5 hours online and it is easier for them to get the latest product in the marketplace. 
Moreover, effective online advertising reaches out to potential customers and informs 
them about products or services. 

In addition, a majority of the respondents agreed that online advertisement 
provides complete information that assist them in their decision making. This result aligns 
with Kem et  al. (2014) who looked at the differences between heavy, medium, and light 
online users and found that heavier users had stronger views and attitudes regarding 
web advertising, which presumably leads to increased purchase intent. When compared 
to lighter Internet users, heavy Internet users thought that web commercials are more 
convincing, interesting, instructive, and helpful; yet they are more difficult to interpret. 
The study confirmed that web advertising is a positive thing, that it is relatively necessary, 
and that it decreases product costs. Similarly, Internet advertising has many benefits over 
conventional commercial communication channels, which is driving the uptake of this 
medium. Shaddiq & Hadayani (2021) supported the same notion that social networks and 
other forms of social media could aid companies in marketing their products and services 
(viral marketing) more efficiently and cheaply over more widespread regions. Indeed, 
companies can engage in marketing activities like product introduction, customer and 
potential customer interactions, as well as network building through social media.

Level of women’s beauty obsession towards online advertising

Table 12.  Level of women’s beauty obsession towards online advertising

Class interval Level of public perception towards online advertising
45 - 52 High

37 – 44 Moderate

29 – 36 Low

Level of public perception towards online advertising Frequency Percentage (%)
Low 15 14.9

Moderate 68 67.3

High 18 17.8

Total 101 100

Table 12 shows that the majority of the respondents (67.3%) have a moderate 
level of beauty obsession towards online advertising. Only 17.8% of respondents have a 
high level on how they perceived beauty obsession ads while about 14.9% have a low level 
of perception. In other words, only a few respondents were obsessed with what the ads 
portrayed online and felt compelled to conform to the ideal body shown by female models 
in online advertisements. 
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Most respondents agreed that online advertisements present a realistic standard 
of beauty.  This is because there is a deluge of beauty-related online advertising, be it in 
magazines, television, radio, social media, or elsewhere. Nowadays, most advertisements 
portray females who keep fit (Klein, 2013). Further, about 61.4% of respondents felt that 
advertisements always portray fair-skinned women as beautiful.

However, 56.4% of the respondents agreed that online advertisements are an 
important source of information on attractiveness. The possible reason for this is that their 
thoughts have been influenced. Attitudes change as a result of influenced thoughts (Bhatt 
et al., 2016).

Moreover, 49.5% of the respondents agreed that advertisements without female 
models will not attract public attention whilst 47.5% agreed that people think about the 
models that appear in online advertisements and their beauty. The results demonstrate 
that the respondents are influenced by online advertisements because of the models that 
appear in them. They will compare themselves to the models and attempt to imitate their 
appearance. Additionally, the models featured in advertisements are frequently celebrities 
with a lot of clout, and thus, people will pay more attention (Bhatt et al., 2016). 

Furthermore, many respondents agreed that comparing one’s body image to that of 
a model in an Internet commercial is a bad idea, and that the media is not a good source 
of knowledge about beauty. In this regard, many of the responses appear to have a good 
understanding of media or the topic being addressed.

In addition, some respondents acknowledged the pressure from the portrayal of 
beauty in the media because media builds a high standard of beauty. They then start to 
compare themselves with models featured in the advertisements, which they found difficult 
to emulate. People always make comparisons with the ideal beauty portrayed by the 
media, and often undergo societal pressure to achieve it (Pritchard & Cramblitt, 2014). 
Furthermore, when people lack self-esteem and are addictive to social media advertising, 
it becomes easier for them to be influenced by the portrayal of beauty in media (Cecilie et 
al., 2017).

Correlation analysis
The relationship between perception and beauty obsession towards online 
advertising among women

Table 13. Correlation analysis

Correlations
Public Perception Beauty Obsession

Public Perception Pearson Correlation 1 .483**

Sig. (2-tailed) .000

N 100 100

Beauty Obsession Pearson Correlation .483** 1

Sig. (2-tailed) .000

N 100 101

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed)

VARIABLES Public perception 

Beauty obsession 
r value p value

.483 .000
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Table 13 presents the results of the correlation analysis carried out and demonstrates that 
public perception (independent variable) and beauty obsession towards online advertising 
(dependent variable) have a positive relationship (correlation value of 0.483). The results 
also show that  the relationship is moderately significant as the p-value of 0.000 is less than 
the alpha value of 0.01 (r = 0.483, p < 0.01).

CONCLUSION

In the current digital era, the Internet has evolved into a society-wide avenue for obtaining 
information as it is infinite and opens up to a world without boundaries. The Internet 
facilitates various social and commercial functions such communicating online, playing 
online games, and launching advertisements online. Given the vast opportunities it beholds, 
the advertising industry has successfully used the Internet for advertising to reach a wide 
range of audiences globally. 

In examining the public perception on online advertisement and beauty obsession 
in online ads, results demonstrate that the majority of TTDI Jaya’s respondents agreed 
that beauty obsession portrayed by women through online ads does affect their perception.

To conclude, the study findings provide some basic understanding of audience 
perception of advertisements which can guide advertisers and marketers in developing 
better strategies for more effective advertisements. Lastly, future studies could fruitfully 
explore this topic further to add to the expanding corpus of work on women’s perceptions 
of beauty obsession.

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

Throughout the pandemic, social media has been a critical avenue for users to obtain and share news. 
While social media is viewed as a critical tool for the public to obtain information about COVID-19, there 
is also a need to examine how information is shared and distributed by the public. With the Internet, 
misinformation can be easily shared by many people, particularly during a pandemic. To combat fake 
news, it is critical to understand the level of knowledge and media literacy among Malaysian youth, 
who account for the majority of Internet users. In this research, we explore the experience and social 
media literacy skills among youths aged 18–34 years old and their ability to refute fake news about 
COVID-19. To achieve these objectives, in-depth interviews with 10 social media users who are active 
in seeking and sharing information or news related to COVID-19 was conducted using an online 
platform and phone calls. This paper argues that despite the high risk of encountering fake news on 
social media, youths in this study perceived social media platforms such as Instagram, Twitter, and 
Facebook as an important tool of information for COVID-19. They also believed fake news can be 
combated by having important media literacy skills, especially when verifying news. Our findings show 
that most of the participants chose to cross-check the information related to COVID-19 by referring 
to reliable and official sources such as the National Safety Council (NSC), the Ministry of Health’s 
sebenarnya.my portal, and well-established news outlets like Astro Awani. The findings of this study 
are significant as they shed light on how youths perceive social media literacy and fake news, as well 
as the social media literacy skills used to combat fake news during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Keywords: Social media, media literacy, fake news, COVID-19, personal experience
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INTRODUCTION

The World Health Organization (WHO) declared COVID-19 a pandemic on March 11, 
2020, opening the door to a whole new world. This global epidemic was unlike the ones we 
have heard and read about before, as the number of cases continued to rise exponentially 
in all corners of the globe. During a press conference on March 12, 2020, WHO Director-
General Dr Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus revealed that over 20,000 confirmed cases and 
nearly 1,000 deaths have been reported in the European region alone (Relief  Web, 2020). 
A novel coronavirus (COVID-19) was eventually detected from a cluster of pneumonia 
cases in Wuhan in the Hubei Province of China, according to the first case published by the 
Wuhan Municipal Health Commission on December 31, 2019. Since then, the disease has 
spread rapidly from country to country, with an increase in the number of deaths recorded 
(WHO, 2020).

The word pandemic is derived from the Greek words pan, which means “everything,” 
and demos, which means “people”. Thus, a pandemic is a widespread epidemic of infectious 
disease that affects an entire world or one or more continents at the same time (Honigsbaum, 
2020). In the same way, Cohen & Kupferschmidt (2020) described a pandemic as “a disease 
outbreak that has spread across a large area, such as several continents or the entire world, 
affecting a large number of people.” Since it spreads across the world, everyone must 
be aware of the disease to avoid being infected and to prevent it from spreading rapidly. 
This is where the media can play a part in keeping the public informed about the disease’s 
progression.

However, it is difficult to carry out this task effectively because too much false news 
or disinformation is shared daily. According to Himma-Kadakas (2017, p. 26), “Fake news 
is a source of news that deliberately misinforms or hoaxes spread by mainstream media 
(in some cases) or online social media”. Through its widespread use, digital news has 
reintroduced fake news or “yellow journalism”. Although some news are disseminated as 
fake news in the social media, they are still widely reported in the mainstream media. This 
condition seems to be becoming all too normal during the pandemic, as the public is eager 
to learn everything they can about the virus and will seek all available information.

Although media literacy has been primarily applied to K-12 schooling, it is 
unquestionably important to assist persons of all ages in acquiring the competencies 
required to properly participate in the new world of media convergence. All these factors 
have resulted in the tremendous growth in media literacy education programmes and 
research. Existing media literacy research has generally concentrated on programmes 
aimed at children and teenagers, particularly at the K-12 level, whereas challenges linked 
to media literacy subjects in the context of tertiary education have received less attention 
(Schmidt, 2013). 

RESEARCH BACKGROUND 

As the COVID-19 epidemic continues, drastic steps are being taken around the world, 
including Malaysia to combat the virus’ threats to public health, economy, politics, and 
society. The Malaysian government announced the implementation of the Movement 
Control Order (MCO) on March 16, 2020, in response to the rapid increase in the number 
of cases. The then Prime Minister, Tan Sri Muhyiddin Yassin delivered an official speech 
on March 16, 2020, to formally promulgate the MCO enacted under the Prevention and 
Control of Infectious Diseases Act 1988 and the Police Act 1967 (Tang, 2020). Further 
beginning March 27, 2020, specific locations were subjected to a tighter order, called the 
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“Enhanced Movement Control Order” (Enhanced MCO or EMCO). For 14 days, a large 
cluster within EMCO region is identified for the government to perform a comprehensive 
COVID-19 test for all citizens and to prevent the spread of the virus outside the area 
(Saiful Sham, 2020). 

Many initiatives have been carried out by the Malaysian government to control the 
pandemic such as imposing several precautionary measures like Conditional Movement 
Control Order (CMCO), Recovery Movement Control Order (RMCO), re-imposition of 
MCO restrictions in January-February 2021, etc. While the frontline fighters were busy 
fighting the spread of the virus, this nation faced another obstacle to cope with the spread 
of disinformation, or “false news,” via the Internet. There were too many speculations 
and hoaxes that contributed to disinformation, triggering mass hysteria. Rumours and 
misinformation, about false cures and how the disease spreads, can be as dangerous 
as the virus itself  (Hutchinson, 2020). Besides that, general inputs could be found on 
social media  platforms such as Facebook, Instagram, WhatsApp, etc. that give poor or  
inaccurate advice, such as traditional medicine that is purported to cure the disease. 
Unfortunately, it seems to be more convenient for the public to believe in the news that they 
read from social media rather than from reliable sources such as the Malaysia’s Ministry of 
Health, Majlis Keselamatan Negara (MKN), WHO, etc.

The Royal Malaysian Police (PDRM) and the Malaysian Communications and 
Multimedia Commission (MCMC) launched 255 inquiry papers on fake news regarding 
COVID-19, as stated by the Senior Secretary (Security Cluster) at the time, Datuk Seri 
Ismail Sabri Yaakob, at two press conferences on May 3, 2020, and May 2, 2020. A total 
of 175 cases are still being investigated, while 26 people had been charged in court, 11 
people had been informed, and 15 people had confessed to their crimes (Lim, 2020). This 
unhealthy state of affairs needs to be addressed as it is detrimental to public awareness. 
This study is important as its findings can shed light on the social media literacy skills 
youths in Malaysia use to combat fake news during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Findings from this study will also help to understand the best methods to 
differentiate fake news and authentic news from the youths’ perspective. Thus, this paper 
explores experiences of youths in relation to COVID-19 fake news. The researchers also 
explored the awareness of media literacy skills towards social media and how these youths 
identify fake COVID-19 news. The researchers believe that the findings from this study are 
also useful in identifying the best social media literacy skills that youths in Malaysia can 
apply in their lives. In this way, misinformation and fake news from irresponsible parties 
can be evaded.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Youths and social media
According to an MCMC survey (2020) based on age distribution (ranging from below 15  
to 65 and above), three main groups are dominant social media users in Malaysia. They 
are the 15–19, 20–24 and 25–29 age groups forming 9.3%, 34.1% and 11.8%, respectively.

Social media is largely defined as an Internet platform that allows for social 
interactions, such as Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, and blogs. Social media is largely 
defined by three key concepts: cognition, communication, and cooperation. These concepts 
bring many forms of sociality to social media, such as information, facts, and knowledge, 
activities, relationships, communities, and collaborations (Trottier & Fuchs, 2014).

Social media’s numerous forms of sociality enable the medium to provide a 
variety of vital functions to its users, including communication, the establishment of 
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new relationships and the maintenance of current ones, as well as a platform for users to 
share knowledge and information. These features are highly valued by social media users, 
particularly young people. Youths are also said to be avid users of social media in nations 
such as Australia and Malaysia (Mahadi, 2013).

However, youths who use social media expose themselves to privacy risks as well 
as depression. Such dangers can be avoided if  young people have adequate social media 
skills. These abilities not only assist the young in overcoming the risks associated with 
social media, but they also empower them to use the medium for crime prevention. As 
of January 2021, over 86% of Malaysians are active social media users. This is a 24% 
increase from 2016 when social media users accounted for around 62% of Malaysia’s entire 
population. Facebook is the most popular social media network among the platforms 
accessible (Joschka, 2021).

Fake news on social media
In the context of healthcare, the social media platform is beneficial in a variety of ways, 
including enabling provider-patient communication, education, and disease management. 
A study by A. K. et al. (2021) revealed that issues related to health, policy, economy, 
and politics are the most common themes that emerged during the early stages of the 
COVID-19 pandemic among Facebook and Twitter users in Malaysia. This is confirmed 
by a recent work on social media bibliometric analysis during the COVID-19 pandemic, 
which revealed that Twitter is the most widely used platform for disseminating pandemic 
information (Gan et al., 2021).

The involvement of networking websites like Facebook in the proliferation of fake 
news as a result of rise and subsequent growth of social media sites have only exacerbated 
the issue. Most sites that contain such material have a sharing feature that encourages users 
to further disseminate the web page’s contents. Users can thus spread false information 
quickly using social networking sites because they allow for easy and quick sharing of 
content. Following Cambridge Analytica’s data breach of millions of users, Facebook and 
other tech companies have pledged to do more to combat the spread of fake news (Smith, 
2018). Although fake news identification in social media has only recently drawn attention, 
there has been a flood of research and publications on the topic.

Concerns about fake news were heightened in 2020, as a result of extensive 
misinformation and deception on social media regarding the COVID-19 pandemic and 
the 2020 United States presidential election. Two forms of harmful news material that 
are potential drivers of political division are misleading hyper partisan news and yellow 
journalism. Besides, a recent finding on the motives for sharing unverified news by Tengku 
Mahamad et al. (2021) indicates that the catchy headlines and attractive pictures of news 
are the elements considered by social media users when deciding to share a particular 
news. Does human psychology and its connection with social media explain the inability 
to tell the difference between true and false information on the Internet? This subject is not 
only theoretically interesting but has practical implications: understanding the underlying 
psychology is essential for designing successful interventions against misinformation 
(Pennycook & Rand, 2021).

The definition of fake news is not a modern one. Notably, the concept existed 
long before the Internet, when newspapers used inaccurate and misleading information 
to promote their interests. Following the advent of the Internet, an increasing number of 
customers started to abandon conventional media outlets used to disseminate information 
in favour of online platforms. The latter not only allows users to access several publications 
in one sitting, but is also more convenient and quicker. The production, however, came 
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with a reimagined idea of fake news, as content publishers started using what has become 
known as “click bait”. Click baits are phrases that are intended to catch the attention of a 
user, who then clicks on the link and are led to a web page with material that falls well short 
of their expectations. Many users find click bait annoying, and as a result, most people 
only spend a short amount of time visiting such pages (Spicer, 2018).

Digital giants such as Google, Facebook, and Twitter have tried to solve the issue. 
However, because companies have resorted to depriving individuals associated with such 
sites of the income that would have followed from increased visitors, these measures have 
had little influence on fixing the issue. Whereas users prefer to deal with pages that include 
false information and obstruct the reader’s capacity to communicate with legitimate news. 
The intervention of corporations like Facebook in the issue of false news is due to the 
rise of social media sites and their subsequent development, which has exacerbated the 
problem. Many sites that include such content have a sharing function that encourages 
visitors to further distribute the content of the web page. Thus, users can quickly distribute 
misleading information via social networking sites since they allow for the efficient and 
rapid interchange of content. Following the data breach of millions of Facebook users by 
Cambridge Analytica, Facebook and other Internet behemoths have vowed to do more to 
prevent the spread of fake news (Smith, 2018). 

Media literacy
According to Potter (2020, p. 23), “Media literacy is a set of perspectives that we actively 
use to expose ourselves to the media to interpret the meaning of the messages we encounter. 
We build our perspectives from knowledge structures. To build these structures, we need 
tools and raw materials. These tools are our skills. The raw material is information from 
the media and the real world. Active use means that we are aware of the messages and are 
consciously interacting with them.”

Potter asserted that there is “no consensus as researchers continue to add and 
remove ideas”, citing different definitions of the term’s “media” and “literacy” as well as 
disagreements over the important learning objectives of media literacy instruction. He 
proposed four common ideas for media literacy based on this, two of which highlight 
media literacy and the other two which he claims is consensus via publications. Potter then 
goes over the many types of media literacy interventions, which are defined as techniques 
that help people avoid potentially hazardous media exposures. He analysed the literature 
on parental mediation, which he classified as a form of media literacy (Potter, 2018).

Millennials are subject to vulnerable manipulation and misinformation because 
they are unable to question, examine, and validate information found online, in print, or 
in any other media format. They require assisted comprehension techniques to compare, 
evaluate, criticise, and analyse such content. One media literacy method is the T.A.P.  
model, which stands for Text, Audience, and Production.

Text questions look at the text’s type (novel, poem, photograph, or video) as well as 
its genre. In media literacy, genre refers to specific types of text, just as it does in traditional 
literature. Sitcom, reality, and soap opera are examples of television categories, while 
fantasy, western, science fiction, gangster, and comedy are examples of film categories. 
Setting, characters, conflict, plot, and resolution are all aspects of text structure that are 
addressed by media literacy.

Audience inquiries examine the target audience’s nature and demands, attempting 
to determine how the text might appeal to their interests, tastes, preferences and lifestyles. 
One of the underlying assumptions of media literacy is that meaning is produced by the 
individual, not by the text. As a result, this category acknowledges that the same texts can 
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and should be read and reacted to in a variety of ways. It reflects a shift away from accurate 
interpretations and towards fuller readings in which audiences deconstruct, explain, and 
justify their choices.

Lastly, production questions allow students to critically examine the creative process 
as well as the institutional environment in which the content is created, circulated, sold, 
and consumed. Opportunities to comprehend these messages from both an individual and 
an institutional standpoint are present.

METHODOLOGY 

Qualitative design
This study employed qualitative analysis to provide a more detailed description of 
the meaning, questions, and objectives of the research. This approach is often used to 
concentrate on the process of collecting information with a wider scope, gaining context 
and comprehension, instead of being restricted to a single response because it seeks to 
gather information about an issue. 

Research design
Phenomenology research is strictly aimed at understanding experiences as lived (Creswell, 
2018). This means that it is a method to study participants through interviews by relieving 
their experiences. The phenomenology research design was applied in this study because 
this study seeks to explore the fake news experienced by youths during the COVID-19 
pandemic. This research design can provide a better understanding of the link between 
social media users and the causes of fake news. Apart from that, this design was deemed 
suitable to learn more about the thoughts and ideas of Malaysian youths regarding false 
news, as well as how they deal with the issue.

Method of data collection
Data was collected through in-depth interviews using telephone calls and online interviews 
based on the participants’ convenience. In-depth interviews are one of the most effective 
ways to get primary data. In contrast to a simple questionnaire or rating scale, an in-depth 
interview is undertaken to unearth detailed information about an interviewee’s experience 
and opinions on a subject. One of the most important advantages of in-depth interviews, 
in addition to being more successful and less structured, is that they help to unearth 
more detailed and in-depth information compared to other data collection methods such 
as surveys. Unlike other interview forms, these are intensive interviews with individuals, 
usually in small numbers. 

Study population and sample
Purposive sampling was used to obtain a sample that met the criteria and has the  
information needed by the researchers (Creswell, 2018). Ten participants were selected for 
this research. The criteria of participants were youths between the ages of 18–25 and active 
users of social media. The participants were selected based on their daily activity in seeking 
and sharing information or news related to COVID-19 through social media platforms 
such as Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, WhatsApp and more. Hence, purposive, and then 
snowball sampling was used to choose the participants based on the criteria above. To 
ensure privacy and confidentiality, pseudonyms were used for each participant during the 
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analysis and presentation of interview data, and research data was only accessible to the 
researchers. Table 1 presents the list of participants who participated in the study.

Table 1. List of participants

Participant Age Gender
1 25 Female

2 25 Male

3 24 Male

4 24 Female

5 23 Female

6 22 Female

7 25 Female

8 25 Female

9 20 Male

10 20 Male

Research instrument
The in-depth interview approach was selected for this study because in-depth interviews 
help researchers to develop rapport with participants, putting them at ease and eliciting 
more insightful replies, especially when dealing with delicate issues such as the COVID-19 
pandemic. In addition, this approach allows researchers opportunities to ask follow-up 
questions, elicit more information, and circle back to key questions later in the interview 
to gain a deeper understanding. 

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

This section presents the emerging themes of the analysis. The main themes are fake news 
and social media experiences, youth, and media literacy, as well as identifying authentic 
and fake COVID-19 news. 

Fake news and social media experiences
Types of fake news in social media
This theme refers to the types of fake news that are encountered on social media. Fake 
news in social media can be delivered in many forms such as pictures, social media posts, 
videos, audios, podcasts and WhatsApp texts.

Data analysis shows that all participants have experienced coming across fake news 
in their social media accounts with regard to the treatment of COVID-19, vaccination 
awareness, and other issues that could jeopardise the public’s well-being or affect the nation 
in many ways. Participant 4 stated that fake news is unnecessary information, and it leads 
the society to fear and doubt. This implies that fake news can affect individuals, society, 
and the nation.

“One of the recent fake news stories right now is about vaccines and the war 
between Palestine-Israel. People are sharing unnecessary information causing 
the society to fear and develop uncertain feelings”. (Participant 4)
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“There are several types of fake news that I always encounter in social media 
in terms of medical information on how to treat them traditionally, vaccination 
that could lead to disastrous effects, COVID-19 cases happening in Malaysia, 
etc.”. (Participant 1)

This suggests that the participants have encountered fake news regarding COVID-19 
through their social media accounts and that this issue should be looked at more seriously 
to combat fake news and to avoid any unwanted implications for the country.

Social media as a tool of information
This sub-theme was selected because the researchers wanted to know how social media 
was used by the participants during the pandemic. Based on their responses, participants 
chose to visit Instagram, Twitter, and Facebook daily to acquire information regarding the 
pandemic in Malaysia. 

“I find the information through social media like Instagram about COVID-19 
mostly from the Ministry of Health (MOH) page and National Safety 
Council since it is official, and I often look upon this page to verify the 
information whether it is true or not since the news is based on truth and  
facts.” (Participant 1)

“Twitter, because I think it is the biggest platform and international worldwide 
for me to gain more information regarding COVID-19 and it is one of the best 
popular of social media” (Participant 6)

“Platform that I use to have more information through social media like 
Facebook, Instagram, Twitter most of the time. It is because we can get so much 
information in social media since everyone can access social media so they can 
get news updated on recent events of COVID-19”. (Participant 5)

Participants also indicated that social media is an essential tool for them in obtaining 
information on COVID-19. Several government agency accounts on Facebook, Instagram 
and Twitter such as Ministry of Health (MOH) and National Security Council (NSC) were 
mentioned as sources of accurate information about COVID-19 because these platforms 
are popular, efficient, and are often updated quickly. Hence, we can assert that social media 
is very efficient and relevant to obtain information since people today are shifting their 
point of reference from mainstream media to social media. This is further bolstered by 
government efforts through the Ministry of Communication and Multimedia (MCMC) in 
their rapid and massive endeavours to inform the public about COVID-19 updates. MOH 
regulates information related to COVID-19. The ministry also sets policies and advises 
the government on public health, contagions, medical diseases, psychology, severity of 
infection, mortality, morbidity, and the impact on the society, economy and the country. 
For example, it provides regular updates on status of pandemic, treatment of patients, 
vaccination and swab test screening. Meanwhile, NSC is responsible for informing the 
public and government agencies on proper conduct and for ensuring that the physical, 
social and economic security of all stakeholders are safeguarded.



Special Issue: iCOMS2021

51

Youth and media literacy
The importance of media literacy
This sub-theme explores the extent of participant knowledge regarding media literacy, 
especially in using social media. From the findings, the participants defined media literacy 
as how someone uses the media or skills on social media the right way, or the capacity 
to comprehend media content. Most of the participants stated that media literacy is 
important because it provides true and reliable facts. It also helps us to differentiate between 
authentic and fake news since not everything in social media is trustworthy. Participants 
also believed that media literacy is crucial as it pushes people to think more critically about 
the information that they receive and become smart consumers. 

“For me, Media Literacy is about the ability to identify different types of 
media and the message they are sending. It is important for people to think 
more critically about the news that they receive as well as becoming smart 
consumers of media rather than blindly trust the information right away. Thus, 
people can use social media in a proper way, efficiently and effectively with less 
fake news”. (Participant 2)

“In my opinion, media literacy is something that you know whether the media 
can be trusted or not and how you learn from the media and media literacy is 
important because we can differentiate between the truth and the untruth of the 
media sharing information. Since social media is very wide, for the person who 
acquires media literacy, they are more aware and use the social media more 
ethically”. (Participant 4)

“Media Literacy is about how you utilize social media or any media that you 
have been using before and then what your intention and what is your knowledge 
about media, especially in this pandemic. It is important because you know… 
since we cannot trust everything on social media, and we must be aware and 
know how to differentiate what is true and wrong on social media platforms.  
 (Participant 8)

All participants admitted that media literacy is important because users can 
understand and discern any source or type of information posted and shared through 
various platforms, especially in social media. Furthermore, it also gives social media 
users an advantage and the ability to differentiate between accurate news or false news 
before they post or share with other social media users on Facebook, Twitter, Telegram 
or WhatsApp. According to Leong (2019), media literacy can educate people on how to 
traverse the perilous seas of cyberspace and avoid drowning in the muck of fake news 
and disinformation, lowering the dangers of being manipulated by propaganda. A media-
literate society will be able to make objective, educated judgment based on true facts, rather 
than lies and propaganda. Thus, Malaysia needs to bolster its media literacy, beginning 
with its formal education system.

Knowledge and skills
The findings also reveal that having the right skills and knowledge in using social media 
is important especially in receiving, spreading, or sharing COVID-19 news to ensure its 
authenticity and reliability. Most of the participants admitted that they will check the 
authenticity of news first before sharing on their social media accounts. They often verify 
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using trusted sources like MOH and well-established news outlets like Astro Awani. This 
is because as quoted by Participant 4, in the COVID-19 pandemic, a lack of awareness, 
education, and readiness would endanger both individuals and healthcare workers which 
can worsen the situation. Three participants shared their thoughts on this:

“My point of view is that we should have good skills that I often check first 
before posting in my social media. For me, I will look upon the sources of the 
news to make sure of its validity and reliable news of COVID-19.  Like Astro 
Awani and gathering information from the Ministry of Health (MOH) or 
apps MySejahtera. Then, I will share the news on my social media account. 
Thus, this knowledge and skill are crucial for someone when they use social 
media’’. (Participant 2)

“I barely share the news about COVID-19. Most of the time I will refer to the 
news like Berita Awani, Bernama or something like that. I will not simply share 
voice notes or information through WhatsApp to spread the information. Hence, 
I think that people should have good knowledge in using social media to spread 
the news. The majority of this false rumor is spread through social media in 
the web-2 era. As a result, it is vital to provide timely, accurate, and dependable 
information addressing critical infection control issues”. (Participant 6)

“For me the most important thing is knowledge. Once you know you will be 
able to explain better to other people. It can help people to spread awareness as 
information encourages people to take the vaccine or tell them that COVID-19 
is a real deal. Awareness can help people deliver reliable news or use social 
media in a good manner. Besides, the older generation can also be helped by the 
youth in using social media more efficiently as they do not trust everything on 
social media”. (Participant 1)

In the use of social media,  literacy is recognised as one’s capacity to communicate 
correctly and ethically, as well as the ability to critically evaluate discussions (Tilman, 2015). 
Thus, an individual must have a good sense of awareness by acquiring the right knowledge 
and skills to use their social media to combat crime and when sharing information  
especially in a crisis such as the COVID-19 pandemic (Ahmad et al., 2015). Participants 
agreed that this awareness should be inculcated in every social media user in this  
pandemic as it will effectively curtail the proliferation of fake news in the society. 

Authentic news and fake news
This sub-theme looks at how participants can differentiate between authentic and fake 
news.  Most of the participants responded that they will do news verification or check the 
authenticity of the news to determine if  the sources are reliable. 

“I prefer to do some checking by verifying the news first and often check it on 
the official account of the authorities like National Safety Council (NSC) 
and Kementerian Kesihatan Malaysia (KKM). It is because these public 
authorities will only deliver reliable sources of information. If it’s not from the 
official, maybe you want to consider things like checking the author, date of 
news published, sources or biases of the news”. (Participant 5)
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“Ok. Like me how can I spot fake news, I like to observe the sources from 
the Government Site like MKN and other agencies and I will compare which 
information and we can see the how the information is being reported”.                                                                          
 (Participant 8)

“For me, I will verify the news by checking the sources from sebenarnya.my to 
make sure that I post only accurate and reliable news of what the government 
has informed. Mostly MCMC will inform us about the fake news.  On top of 
that, authentic news can be fully understood when the format of the news is 
followed with the accurate info by the media editor itself rather than fake news 
that is too confusing or unscrupulous sources that anonymously publish to the 
medium platform”. (Participant 2)

Participants highlighted the use of official social media pages like NSC, MOH and 
MCMC. Specifically, the sebenarnya.my portal is a one-stop centre for Malaysians to check 
the veracity of news received or found online via social media platforms, instant messaging 
services, blogs, websites, before sharing it. The portal was launched in March 2017 to 
enable the public to check the validity of the news shared on social media (Bernama, 
2017). Officiated by the then Minister of Communications and Multimedia, Datuk Seri Dr 
Salleh Said Keruak, the portal developed by MCMC is one of the government’s efforts to 
curb the spread of fake news. The most straightforward verifying technique is to conduct 
a Google search on the subject and triangulate information from different sources (Jalil, 
2020). By referring to these reliable platforms, it is hoped that the proliferation of online 
fake news can be curtailed effectively.

CONCLUSION

The findings demonstrate that all participants in this study have encountered several forms 
of COVID-19 fake news on social media such as medical information and treatment, 
vaccination and number of cases in Malaysia. They also believe that fake news and 
information generates fear and doubt amongst the general public on COVID-19. Online 
news verification is done by referring to official account or platforms to get the most recent 
updates on COVID-19, and by  applying media literacy skills. Thus, the participants 
are convinced that having the right skills and knowledge in media literacy is extremely 
important in combatting the proliferation of fake news. 

With regard to media literacy, most of the participants believe that media literacy 
helps to  distinguish between genuine and fake messages because not all the information 
on social media is reliable. By explaining how they identify fake news, the participants have 
demonstrated some characteristics of media literacy. For instance, they will verify any news 
received or encountered with reliable and official sources such as NSC, MOH’s sebenarnya.
my portal, and well-established news outlets like Astro Awani.  In this study, the term skills 
mentioned by the participants refers to the ability to evaluate, interpret and critically examine 
the meaning of messages when accessing or encountering online information. 

From the findings, we found that these skills, also known as tools, are relevant to 
the concept of media literacy (Potter, 2018; Silverblatt et al., 2014). As such, when social 
media users come across news or information online, they should not blindly share it before 
comparing and checking with official sources as mentioned above. For news pieces from 
official websites,  other attributes such as the format of the news can also be used to verify 
authenticity. This can be done by checking the information of the article such as author, 
date of publication, source, and the bias of the news outlet. 
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To conclude, this paper argues that despite the inevitable risks of encountering fake 
news on social media, social media platforms such as Instagram, Twitter, and Facebook 
are still perceived as an important tool of information for COVID-19. The study also 
concludes that the proliferation of fake news can be combated through media literacy skills 
such as verifying news with official sources and checking its format.

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

Produced and transnationally broadcast by the Iranian exilic television network Manoto, the cooking 
game show Befarmaeed Sham embeds a set of discourses, narratives, and spectacles, portraying 
ordinary Iranians in Western countries and ultimately, generating meanings about “Iranianness”.  
Central to the discursive discourses of Iranianness, however, is the idea of freedom, the aspects of 
which have been recurrently shown or spoken about throughout this diasporic reality show. Considering 
the oppositional stance of these satellite channels towards the Islamic regime, the intended meaning 
of “freedom” in this programme, like many other concepts, is seen to be inconsistent with the one 
propagated by the state and its mainstream media in Iran. Yet, irrespective of such inconsistencies, and 
as the reception theory posits, the definitive meanings of the term are determined through audiences’ 
interpretations, depending on their sociocultural backgrounds, experiences and expectations. The 
purpose of this study, therefore, is to explore how a sample of urban youths negotiate and make 
sense of the representation of freedom in Befarmaeed Sham. In so doing, a series of focus group 
discussions with 25–29 years old residents of northern Tehran was conducted. Each session was 
started by displaying a selected sequence of the show containing discourses of freedom, followed by 
informal group interviews with the participants who were asked to talk about their understanding of 
the presented video. The results of the focus groups reveal that while “freedom” serves as a versatile 
term for the research participants to express their discontentment of the current condition in Iran, 
their meaning-makings are primarily concerned with personal autonomy. The study concludes that 
Iranian youth’s seemingly trivial and apolitical definitions of freedom can have significant implications 
for identity politics and social change. 

Keywords: Freedom, Iranianness, Iranian youth, diasporic reality show, reception theory
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INTRODUCTION

As an evolving discourse, “freedom” has patently played a central role in the formation of 
the Iranian identity, and a key driver for major social mobilisation and political change 
throughout Iran’s modern history. As an abstract term, it has also been attributed with a 
variety of characteristics and qualifications in public discourses and across the mediascape in 
Iran, becoming a rhetorical tool for political purposes. In effect, since the Islamic Revolution 
in 1979, the state-run mainstream media has been incessantly propagating the regime’s 
ideologies, dwelling on freedom as their central theme (Wojcieszak et al., 2019). On the other 
hand, the availability of alternative media such as the Internet and free-to-air satellite TV 
since 1990s have been challenging those ideologies, especially by forging new meanings of 
“Iranianness” and bringing about fresh perspectives on the concept of freedom (Barraclough, 
2001). This ideological battle over the majority’s consent has particularly been the case 
within the realm of broadcast media where the state-owned mighty IRIB (Islamic Republic 
of Iran Broadcasting) as the country’s largest media organisation (Kia, 2010), competes with 
transnational free-to-air Farsi satellite TV channels (FSTCs) (Khiabani, 2019).

Feeding into the dominant and wider discourses of freedom, however, has been 
the emergent trend in television productions within FSTCs, through which the formats 
of the globally successful reality shows were copied to create localised versions (Alikhah, 
2018). In fact, such market-driven developments were pioneered by Manoto, a London-
based and privately-owned Farsi satellite TV network as it premiered Befarmaeed Sham, 
an adaptation of the UK’s popular cooking game show Come and Dine with Me. Filmed 
in Europe, Canada and Australia, Befarmaeed Sham features Iranians in the context of 
everyday life in diaspora where they not only visually appear to be free from restrictions, 
but also at liberty to speak about and express their personal views on subjects which are 
considered taboo in Iran’s national media (Marchant, 2015). Such remarkable features, 
coupled with the novelty of its format which have made Befarmaeed Sham popular among 
Iranians (Atashi, 2018), also provide a provocative and fecund space for audiences to 
reflect on, and negotiate the meaning of critical concepts like Iranianness, belongingness 
and freedom, particularly when such topics are openly discussed by the contestants in the 
show (Azeri Matin, 2021).

Nonetheless, while “freedom” has been used to refer to a variety of ideas or 
meanings, depending on who uses it and for what purpose, as a media text and within the 
framework of critical communication studies, it is considered to be polysemic; it signifies 
a range of meanings and are open to multiple interpretations (Ott & Mack, 2020). That 
is to say, the quest to understand the meaning of freedom transcends the deconstruction 
of the politics of representation. What matters most in this regard, is not much about 
what message is offered, but what is indeed taken up or made sense of by the audiences. 
This is in fact the central premise of the reception theory which regards individuals as 
active producers of meaning (Holub, 2013). In this view, audiences do not entirely concur 
with the all-powerful media and their offerings, but as individuals, they actively engage in 
decoding the transmitted messages (Hall, 2012), and interpret them according to their own 
sociocultural backgrounds and personal experiences (Skeggs & Wood, 2012). Reception 
research is also defined by Schrøder et al. as “the empirical study of the social production 
of meaning in people’s encounter with media discourses” (2003, p. 147).

Consequently, a search for, or to lay any claim to the actual meaning of freedom, or 
any other concept for that matter, must go beyond investigating the dominant discourses 
produced and circulated by mass media. Hence, it is rather more sensible to take into 
account the audiences’ understandings of such mediated messages, and to examine 
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their interpretations and sense-making practices. Indeed, researchers should not confine 
themselves to only investigating the content if  their goal is to find the actual meaning of a 
media text (Brennen, 2021).

Therefore, this study focuses more on the audiences and the ways they make sense 
of the dominant discourses of freedom, rather than looking at every possible preferred 
meaning out there within the mass media’s ideological/representational framework. More 
specifically, as an audience research, it pays particular attention to the young generation in 
Iran precisely because of their unsettling concerns around the issue of freedom (Steinem, 
2012), and in view of the fact that they are considered as a distinct social group in 
transition (Cincotta & Sadjadpour, 2017). Being born between early 1990s and mid-2000s, 
the young generation in Iran comprises individuals who are now about 15 to 29 years old, 
and are predicted to constitute a large segment of the country’s 83 million population in 
2021 (Roudi et al., 2017). Also known as Iranian youth, the young generation is seen to 
be a distinctive subnational group who claim to have their own specific norms, values as 
well as unique expectations and experiences (Abbasi-Shavazi et al., 2013; Khosravi, 2017; 
Salehi-Isfahani, 2011). Such uniqueness is seen by many to have its roots in concurring 
the youth’s formative years with the post-revolution and post-war era, the period which 
was also notably marked by globalisation of the media (Payvar, 2016; Tajmazinani, 2017). 
In this way, the youths’ distinctiveness has been variously manifested in several levels and 
venues, from these individuals’ social and cultural practices (Ghaffari, 2020; Pak-Shiraz, 
2017) to their various forms of activism and political actions (Memarian & Nesvaderani, 
2010; Mendoza-Denton & Boum, 2015; Rivetti et al., 2020).

FREEDOM: BASIC CONCEPT

Perhaps any discussion about the concept of freedom cannot continue without mentioning 
the arguments raised by the philosopher, historian and theorist Isaiah Berlin (1909–1997), 
who distinguished between positive freedom and negative freedom. These two basic concepts 
of freedom are useful in the sense that almost all other theories of freedom can fit in them. 
The concept of negative freedom, according to Isaiah Berlin (1958), centres on freedom 
from others’ interference, while positive freedom is about the freedom of actually doing 
something. The former, to put it differently, refers to the absence of external hindrances to 
one’s freedom, the most obvious of which are freedom of choice, civil liberty and privacy. 
The latter, however, deals with a person’s internal forces, the sort of freedom that results 
from one’s capacities to fulfil his/her desires; the achievement of some recognisable goal or 
benefit, typically in the form of personal development and self-actualisation, or in Berlin’s 
words, self-mastery. Simply put, negative freedom is about how many doors are open for 
a group of people, while positive freedom is more about individuals in that group, and 
whether or not each of them chooses to use an already open door or not.

Therefore, in the negative sense, while being free means to be allowed by law or 
other higher authorities to do something, a person can still lack the freedom to do so 
exactly because he/she is enslaved to his/her inclination to be unfocused or to lose the 
rational sense of making judgements about personal priorities. In Berlin’s view, there is no 
final solution to the problem of freedom, because of the wide range of diversity among 
human beings in terms of their individual goals and conflicting interests, that is also known 
as pluralism. Following on from this, a precondition of a satisfactory life can be expected 
through a combination of negative and positive freedom. Thus, stripping all the members 
of a society from some basic negative freedoms will lead to misery for those whose goals in 
life are not in harmony with the dominant beliefs and perspectives of that society. 
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In response to Berlin’s dichotomy, MacCallum (2017) introduced a single but triadic 
concept of freedom: firstly, freedom always remains freedom for someone; secondly, it 
is freedom from some sort of constraint, and thirdly, it is the freedom of doing or not 
doing something. Although MacCallum’s proposition embodies some aspects of both the 
negative and positive concepts of freedom, it offers a less complicated way of thinking about 
freedom than that put forward by Berlin. MacCallum’s simplified concept of freedom, 
however, was refuted by Berlin who provided counterexamples that undermined the 
generalisations of the single triadic concept. Notwithstanding, MacCallum’s proposition 
conjures up the idea “that the apparently deep question ‘Are we free?’ is meaningless, and 
should be replaced by a more complete and specific statement about what we are free from, 
and what we are free to do” (Heywood, 2015, p. 75).

METHODOLOGY 

Baran and Davis (2011, p. 259) noted that reception analysis is often associated with focus 
group research in which individuals who habitually use a particular kind of media content 
are brought together to discuss how they make sense of such content. In reception studies 
which employ focus groups (FGD), a certain media text, such as a television programme, 
is often presented to the research participants. This is then followed by group discussions 
which are guided by a moderator. In this way, the aim of FGDs is to take advantage of the 
interactions between group members (Stewart & Shamdasani, 2014) in order to generate 
data that reveals the participants’ interpretations of a media text. In addition, Larsen also 
argued that “the detailed study of media messages provides the researcher with a framework 
for further studying their reception” (1991, p. 133). Indeed, this is a common practice 
within the qualitative reception paradigm (e.g., Morley, 1980) which begins with a textual 
analysis to reveal certain encoded (dominant) meanings in a particular media text, all with 
the aim of gaining a holistic view of the interpretation process (Kasmani, 2014). Next, the 
same media text is presented to a number of individuals (e.g., participants in FGD), who 
are then asked to answer specific questions, or to talk about their understandings of that 
text (decoded meanings).

Textual analysis
Although the methods used to conduct textual analysis depend on the field and the aims of 
the research, their focus is often on interpreting and understanding the latent meanings of 
the represented phenomenon (Newman, 2022). Textual analysis is, therefore, a broad term 
used to describe various research methods that seek to glean all kinds of information from 
a text. Particularly, in media studies, textual analysis aims to connect the text to a wider 
social, political, and cultural context (McKee, 2020). In so doing, the procedure involves:  
i) describing the media content in its entirety and as it appears, ii) interpreting the meanings 
intended to be conveyed to the audiences, iii) illuminating the underlying politics or social 
context of the under-investigation media text. 

Following this tradition, the research design was supplemented with a video clip 
taken from a sequence of Befarmaeed Sham in which the contestants talk about restrictions 
in Iran, in contrast to the freedom in Canada. This video clip was specifically chosen for 
its relevance to the topic and for containing some of the expressive mono/dialogues of the 
contestants on the issue of freedom. Unlike the multimodal approach to investigating film 
and television programmes where both image and written or spoken words are analysed 
(Periasamy, 2014), the textual analysis in this study is only limited to the spoken language 
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of the contestants in the show. This is based on the idea that the meaning of “freedom” 
is discursively constructed through discourse, and that the most prominent aspect of 
such discourse in Befarmaeed Sham is evident in the spoken language of the contestants. 
In other words, rather than the visual features and performances in the show, it is the 
mono/dialogues of the contestants in Befarmaeed Sham that are discernibly the most 
obvious and extensive ways which this programme takes on the representation. This is 
not only reflected in Atashi’s (2018) work, but also can be deduced logically from the 
nature of the show; Befarmaeed Sham is not about providing cooking recipes or displaying 
contestants’ hospitality and culinary skills, but rather is a conversation-based satirical form 
of entertainment television. Ultimately, it was in this view that the contestants’ spoken 
language formed the basis for the textual analysis, whereas the 15 minute video clip itself  
was later used as a media text (in its complete audio/visual format) to be read (i.e., watched) 
and engaged with by the research participants. 

Focus groups 
Subsequent to the textual analysis, however, a series of FGDs was conducted among 25–29 
years old residents of northern Tehran who were nominated and then recruited through 
the snowball sampling technique. This led to the formation of 6 focus groups (3 male and 
3 female groups), each of which comprised of 4 participants. In order to protect their 
identities, each participant was also assigned with a number (1, 2, 3 and 4). While residing 
in northern Tehran (middle-class dominated) is an approximate indicator for individuals’ 
socioeconomic similarities, other sampling criteria such as belonging to the Shia faith 
(Iran’s official religion) and having a minimum college degree were considered during the 
nomination process in order to achieve more homogeneity. This was in line with the idea 
of communication scholars like Klaus Bruhn Jensen who noted that in media studies, 
homogeneous focus groups had proven to be useful for gaining access to participants’ 
“distinctive experiences of media content” (2020). 

Furthermore, authors like Bernard (2017) and Liamputtong (2010) argued that 
snowball sampling is extensively used in focus group research, especially when investigating 
non-dominant or marginalised social groups. In this regard, although Iranian youths 
comprise a large portion of the country’s population, they are considered marginalised 
not only in regard to employment and education (Pastore, 2012), but also in respect of 
having equal voice, political influence and cultural rights (Hashemi, 2020). Furthermore, 
the informal group discussions were held in the settings of the participants’ homes where 
they invited friends and acquaintances, provided they would fit into the aforementioned 
sampling criteria. 

Each focus group lasted about 90 minutes and they were voice-recorded in their 
entirety. Finally, the discussions were fully transcribed, and then translated from Farsi 
to English. The analysis began with reading through the transcripts of each focus group 
and in a topic-by-topic order to get a general sense of what participants were saying. This 
was followed by coding each text segment, starting with the shortest or easiest to access. 
Coding required paying attention to the main idea being conveyed within a text segment 
and then assigning a single code to it accordingly. After assigning about 12 code labels to 
the entire text database (50 pages of transcript), the codes were listed and then grouped to 
eliminate the overlaps and redundancies, resulting in the emergence of four major themes. 

Rigor, trustworthiness and reflexivity
The prolonged engagement in fieldwork is one of the strategies for establishing rigor 
and trustworthiness in qualitative research, since it enables the researchers to familiarise 
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themselves with the research context, obtaining adequate time for understanding the 
details about people, the conditions of their lives and building rapport with them (Creswell 
& Báez, 2020). For this study, several weeks were spent in Tehran to conduct focus groups 
(preparation of the interview guides and protocols, nominating and recruitment of the 
participants). 

Member checking is another strategy to establish rigor and trustworthiness. The 
ultimate goal of member checking (or respondent validation) is to have participants tell 
their stories and let them tell whether the results are truly indicative of what they really 
wanted to say (Barbour, 2018). To do so, after conducting FGDs and before finalising 
the interpretation of the results, the themes and entire stories were taken back to the 
participants who then were asked to see if  such information were representative of what 
they had said. However, to reduce any possible hassle for the participants, member checking 
was conducted through phone/video call. Finally, in terms of reflexivity, the researcher 
acknowledges that being Iranian in conducting this research, personal experiences and 
feelings could have possibly affected judgments and choices throughout the interview and 
analysis process. Therefore, this study did not focus on the researcher, but listened to the 
participants’ voices, and allowed them to share their stories, explain in detail what they 
thought or how they felt about being Iranian in whatever ways that they considered to be 
fair and right for them at the time.

Freedom as a media text: An analysis of Befarmaeed Sham 
Similar to the original British version, in Befarmaeed Sham, four strangers come together 
to form a group in which they try to cook and impress others with their culinary and 
hospitality skills. The competition in each group concludes at the end of the fourth episode 
after summing up the points given to each contestant by others in the group, and the one 
with highest score is given a cash prize. As a light-hearted form of competition which is 
accompanied with a satirically sarcastic voiceover, the show is rife with gossips or arguments 
among contestants while at times, thoughtful discussions about current affairs and other 
relatively more serious issues take centre stage somewhere during the show.

Nonetheless, the video clip for textual analysis that was displayed at the outset 
of each focus group consisted of an eight-minute-long sequence taken from Befarmaeed 
Sham’s episode 1, Group 14, Season 2 (Canada), which is available in YouTube. Although 
as a multimodal medium, the meanings in television are constructed both through the visual 
and audial aspects of the programme, the focus of this textual analysis was more on the 
latter, or more specifically, the spoken language of the contestants in the show. Furthermore, 
since FSTCs are intrinsically advocates of freedom in Iran, commonsensically, there was 
no expectation of stumbling across any utterance throughout the episodes of Befarmaeed 
Sham that might betoken freedom and democracy in Iran. 

Hence, although there were possibly many instances across several hundred episodes 
of Befarmaeed Sham that contained some sort of talks about freedom, the basis for 
selection of this particular sequence was merely due to the expressiveness of the concerning 
discourses in this sequence. Such features together with some commotional and animated 
performances in this sequence were presumed to eventually incite discussions among the 
participants and therefore, in one way or another, help to generate new ideas.

This video clip featured Roudabeh, a female protagonist, with three other female 
contestants in the group. The first scene presented a series of spirited and vivacious 
conversations that took place at the dinner table as the contestants, one after another, 
shared their personal stories and motivations behind their migrations. In so doing, each of 
them started with a précis of their biographies, as well as briefly recounting their experiences 
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throughout the course of their resettlements. Later, when it was finally Roudabeh’s turn to 
speak, she began by saying: 

 
“I arrived to Canada in 2001, it’s been 14 years since then, and I came here 
alone. It was really difficult at the beginning. Of course, you become culture 
shocked especially when you come here alone. Coming from a Third World 
country to Canada . . . and Iranian culture is very different from other cultures 
like the one here in Canada. Especially, I was a 21 years old girl and I did not 
know what to do, “what a different life is this!?” I used to wonder. But it’s been 
14 years now, and I’m very content. I like Iran very much but I don’t have any 
intention to go back.”

This scene then cut into another scene where Roudabeh was shown alone in a 
bedroom of the host’s home, talking to the camera and explaining at some length about 
the importance of freedom for her:

“Since my childhood I was a little different from others. That’s not to say that 
I was better than them or they were better than me, but generally the kinds of 
things that I liked or wanted to do were different. For example, since childhood 
I’ve liked to play drums. Now if you want to be a drummer in Iran, even if you 
are a man, you have problem, let alone being a woman. Freedom is unbelievably 
important for me . . . and peace as well. So here you can do what you want. 
Now, in here I don’t want to touch on how our government is, but there are 
many things that are not acceptable not only because of the restrictions set 
by authorities buy also because of the intolerance of the people and cultural 
norms in Iran. I’m a fantasist, and if there are certain things that are forbidden 
in Iran or anywhere else, I’d always like to give it a try. Because I personally 
believe that we live once. Therefore, I came to Canada and I’ve been dancing 
ballet, I play drums, bass and other instruments as well.”

 As it can be seen in the first part of Roudabeh’s speech, she tried to introduce herself  
to others in the group (and of course to the programme’s audiences) as an independent and 
courageous young Iranian woman who was fired by the aspiration of living in freedom. 
Her seemingly defiant and impenitent remarks in this regard indicated her determination 
to put an end to her misery of living in a place that seemed to provide minimal, if  not 
any, chance at all for one to realise his/her hopes and dreams. As such, she appeared to 
be proud of her daring decision to migrate and lead a life that she always wanted, instead 
of taking the easier way of putting up with the restrictions in Iran and compromising 
her goals. At this point, her remarks also implied the worthwhileness of the difficulties 
that she faced while adjusting herself  to the new way of life and the conditions in the 
host country. Here, she specifically made a point when she said how living in Canada had 
granted her a sense of contentment and a prospect to pursue her passion. In the second 
scene, however, she highlighted the impossibility of freedom in Iran, by directly pointing 
to the stern restrictions imposed by the government on many aspects of life, particularly 
for women. Furthermore, she considered the influence of Iranian culture as an equally 
powerful force that inhibited individuals’ freedom, the one that forbade anything beyond 
the traditional way of life and existing status quo. In her view, the impact of the latter was 
even more significant simply because of the fact that culture pervades even the deepest 
levels of individuals’ lives, social relations/practices, not to mention their subliminal minds.
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In these interrelated scenes, the inclusion of the dialogue between contestants who 
tried to justify their decisions to migrate, supplemented by Roudabeh’s personal views that 
specifically pointed to the current restrictions in Iran, illustrates an attempt by Befarmaeed 
Sham to raise the question of freedom in Iran. While such seemingly spontaneous 
dialogues appear to contribute to the natural flow of the show’s narrative, at the same 
time, they call forth an impression of the impossibility of freedom in Iran. In spite of the 
questionability of the freedom in Iran which has also been infamously accounted in a 
wide range of human rights reports and scholarly works (Molavi, 2010; Parsa, 2017), the 
employment of such mono-/dialogues provided Befarmaeed Sham with an opportunity 
to stipulate its particular perspective on the issue at hand. The strategic incorporation of 
such discourses in the show, therefore, exemplifies a one-sided and essentialist outlook on 
the condition of freedom in Iran. The programme achieves this primarily by positioning 
Iran vis-à-vis the West, constructing a gloomy image of the former as a locus of oppression 
and despair, while presenting the latter as the ideal haven for ardent freedom seekers. Such 
representations also elicit the idea of Iranians’ submissiveness; labelling them as a pliable 
and acquiescent nation that easily succumbs to the authorities’ oppression, and instead of 
standing for their civic rights and fighting for freedom and democracy, choose to leave their 
homeland in pursuing their dreams in the Western world.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 

Oddness of freedom 
In response to the displayed video, the majority of the participants agreed with the views 
held by Roudabeh (contestant) who regarded the absence of freedom in Iran so unendurable 
that she was purportedly left with no choice but to migrate. In essence, the participants 
sympathised with Roudabeh and thought that if  she was allowed to pursue her dreams in 
Iran, she did not have to go through all the hardships of migration, let alone leaving family 
and friends behind. For example, Participant 1, from Male Group 1 said:

“She [Roudabeh] was a girl who loved to be free. Because there’s no freedom 
in Iran, she couldn’t harness her energy or make any use of her talents. If 
you noticed, she said that she wanted to do anything she wanted. Because she 
couldn’t do those things in Iran, she had no choice but migrate. If it was OK in 
here, in our country, she would have stayed here, lived here, and could have any 
sort of fun she fancied.”

Likewise, Participant 3 from Female Group 4 expressed her strong feelings of 
empathy towards Roudabeh, acknowledging the difficulties that Iranians face in pursuing 
their ordinary and rightful desires in Iran:

“Well, she was right when she said she couldn’t play drums in Iran. That’s a 
truth. There is no future for musicians. She had left Iran with a goal in her 
mind. She didn’t go there just to have fun. There are so many restrictions even 
for those trivial things that she wanted to do. She wasn’t able to play drums for 
herself or in a concert.” 

Perhaps any statement about the absence of freedom in Iran, such as those already 
made by the research participants, is so obviously true and oft-repeated that people find 
it trite or clichéd. While such truism was manifested in various ways in group discussions 
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too, yet, it was put differently and in a manner that was rather unheard of. As such, the 
participants pointed to the strangeness of the meaning of freedom for Iranians, particularly 
the youth, explaining that because of the young generation’s limited experience of living 
free, the true essence of freedom remains arcane and unfathomable by the majority of 
them. Some of the members of the Male Group 5, for instance, said that:

“When we think about freedom the first thing that comes to our mind is drinking, 
and removing hijab. We rarely talk about freedom of speech or cultural freedom, 
that we all don’t have it. No freedom in practicing music, theatre, cinema and 
art. What we know about freedom only comes from American movies we see, 
or what we’ve been told about life in Shah’s [pre-revolution] time.” 
 (Participant 1, Male Group 5)

“We inherently want to be modern, with no restriction in obvious things such 
as our choice for clothes and dressings. We don’t know the true meaning of 
freedom. We have been kept behind walls for too long.” 
 (Participant 2, Male Group 5) 

As exemplified in the above comments, the participants believed that the overlong 
and wide-ranging restrictions in Iran have gradually left a lasting imprint on the people, and 
consequently compelled them to forget the deeper meanings of freedom. Their remarks, at 
this point, suggest that people in Iran, particularly those who were born after the Islamic 
Revolution, have rarely had the chance to experience what it means or how it feels to be 
free. This in turn, was perceived by the participants as holding them back from realising 
the true essence of freedom and comprehending the more fundamental aspects of living 
free. These statements, however, make more sense in view of the fact that during the past 
few decades, the issue of disregarding the nation’s freedom along with the violation of 
democracy and human rights by the Islamic regime has been a well-known and widely 
discussed case (Parsa, 2017). 

At the social level alone, the lack of freedom has affected various aspects of many 
people’s lives in Iran. This was also in one way or another reflected across the group 
discussions as participants frequently noted how such social problems have impacted their 
lives and held them back from pursuing their dreams. Having no or limited experience of 
freedom, Iranian youths are exposed almost on a daily basis to the global media where 
they witness how liberty, in its many forms, is practiced and revered as a highly humanistic 
right and virtue, particularly across Western societies (Heywood, 2015, p. 75). In turn, 
such circumstances have left many young people in Iran with no obvious answer to the 
question of what freedom really is about, or how it might feel and look like (Basmenji, 
2013; Khosravi, 2017). While this was confirmed throughout the FGDs too, the emergence 
of the unanticipated and yet remarkable idea of “oddness of freedom” revealed a fresh 
outlook on how freedom might be seen by Iranian youths. In other words, auxiliary to the 
participants’ dominant readings, the emergence of this theme points to the peculiarity of 
conditions of life for the young people in Iran as they continue to wonder what it means to 
be Iranian and simultaneously, be free.  

Bragging about freedom 
The second theme that emerged from the analysis of the FGDs points to the prevalence 
of the attitude of showing off  and boasting among Iranians about the amount of freedom 
that one might have experienced in the course of his/her life. That is to say, freedom is seen 
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by many Iranians as an ephemeral luxury, only enjoyed by those who are privileged or 
lucky enough to experience it, either through living abroad or in Iran but in privacy and 
away from the eyes of the authorities. The following selected quotes which were made in 
conjunction with the participants’ readings of the displayed video reflect this issue more 
clearly:

“If you noticed, the way she [Roudabeh] said ‘I’ve been here fourteen years’ 
was like she was trying to brag about staying overseas longer than others in the 
group. For this, she wanted to gain control over the rest of the contestants and 
show that she was superior to them. What she did was wrong! That was a clear 
show off! Indeed, there was a power play going on among them, as those who 
lived longer outside Iran seemed to feel a kind of superiority over others . . .  
[among Iranians] it’s generally like that.” (Participant 2, Male Group 1)

“They try to show off about themselves and their lifestyles, to prove they’re 
higher than others in some respects; enjoying freedom in Canada longer than 
others was really a thing to brag about!” (Participant 4, Female Group 2) 

As exemplified in the above comments, the research participants’ readings 
demonstrate their rather scrutinising strategy for evaluation of the presented discourse in 
the show. In so doing, they highlighted the performances/utterances of the contestants who 
tried to emphasise the duration of their stay outside of Iran in order to have advantage 
over those with lesser experiences living abroad. Although the participants seemed to frown 
on such conceited attitude, they did not try to make an exception and single themselves 
out from the rest of the Iranians, whatsoever. This, in turn, might reflect the participants’ 
inner thoughts that one’s possession of freedom is indeed valuable enough to give him/
her reasons to make vaunts, particularly when considering the scarcity of such boons in 
Iran. Nevertheless, the emergence of this theme laid bare a symptomatic aspect of the 
lack of freedom in Iran, demonstrating Iranians’ general inclination to brag about their 
experiences of living overseas and taking advantage of the abundance of freedom in such 
presumably democratic contexts.

Consequences of denying freedom 
The continuation of the group discussions, however, revealed yet another perspective of 
the participants, as they pointed to a range of negative and detrimental social effects that 
high restrictions and impediments can bring about for the subdued masses. In expressing 
their concerns, the participants called attention to the grave consequences that depriving 
a nation from its basic forms of freedom might lead to. In so doing, the majority of 
them believed that such high degree of suppression would, in the long run, bring about 
disharmony and unruliness at many levels of social life: 

“You see, boys cannot hang out with girls openly. Even a man cannot hold 
his wife’s hand in the streets and other public places for the fear of being 
questioned or reprimanded by guidance patrol. This is a normal thing, a basic 
right recognized around the world. But unfortunately, it is taken away from 
us, and that has led to a number of social disorders, such as various forms of 
sexual misconducts in public. Indeed, it’s a common scene in Tehran where cars 
stop by a woman in the street, offering her money for sex, regardless of whether 
she is a sex worker or not!” (Participant 3, Male Group 1)
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“The mandatory hijab as well as interfering with people’s clothes, makeups and 
hairstyles, have made us to exaggerate and be obsessed with our personal choices 
for fashion, whenever we get the chance. Look at the way people dress up in private 
parties or when travelling overseas! They outshine the superstars in Western movies! 
Same goes to the issue of drinking. After Revolution they prohibited drinking 
alcohol, but now we can see how people get into trouble by excessive drinking, 
secretly or in underground parties.” (Participant 2, Female Group 2)  

As shown in the above quotes, the participants tried to divulge the gist of their 
argument by pointing to various social problems in Iran, and maintaining that such 
disconcerting issues are basically the outgrowth of dissociating the nation from their basic 
rights. In doing so, they drew on their own personal experiences, and provided real-life 
examples, arguing that, in general, depriving people of their basic rights and privileges can 
result in a series of chain effects with serious repercussions, particularly for the grassroots in 
that society. From the participants’ perspective, the implication of such undemocratic and 
dismal scenario for Iranians has turned out to be the individuals’ exploitation of personal 
autonomy for self-degeneration and debauchery, with extended impairing consequences 
on public’s well-being as well as collective morality and self-effacement.  

We have just enough freedom
As a follow-up of the previously discussed topic, the majority of the members across the 
groups broached the idea of Iranians’ limited capacity for accommodating freedom. The 
emergence of this rather less-anticipated theme was in particular surprising, since the 
overall impression throughout the discussions indicated the participants’ deep concerns 
about the absence of freedom in Iran and the extent to which such impediments have 
profoundly afflicted the nation so far. In so doing, however, the participants held to the 
notion that despite Iranians’ drawn-out yearnings for freedom, they are indeed not ready to 
handle the amount of freedom which currently exists in Western societies. This argument is 
perhaps best captured in the following excerpt from the interviews:

“If we get our freedom back, our nation becomes degenerated. We cannot 
handle total freedom properly. If for instance, alcohol consumption is permitted, 
alcoholism becomes a major problem of our society. Even though we have only 
little freedom, three of my friends are currently alcoholic! Imagine if we had 
total freedom! Now we have so many problems for not having freedom, but 
if we get more freedom we will have new set of problems, maybe even more! 
It [freedom] must be drip-fed to our people . . . It cannot be given to people 
overnight.” (Participant 2, Male Group 5) 

As mentioned earlier, the above comments, similar to other participants’, 
came about rather as a surprise.  This was precisely because it was generally assumed 
that the solution to the absence of freedom in Iran was to at least restore the level of 
freedom that Iranians were used to throughout Pahlavi’s era, right up until the Islamic 
Revolution in 1979. However, the participants believed otherwise, as they thought that 
introducing freedom to Iranians more than what they have today would cause chaos and 
other unpredictable results. It is then reasonable to think of such viewpoints either as 
a circumstance of the participants’ careful evaluations of the contemporary culture in 
Iran, or the corollary of these individuals’ sense of sarcasm and irony. Alternatively, one 
might also fairly take the participants’ comments in this regard as a naïve approach to the 
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matter at hand. Nevertheless, the participants’ central idea here was that instantaneous 
endowment of any excess freedom for Iranians can bring about unwanted outcomes. This 
was then justified by arguing that since people in Iran are not used to even an average level 
of freedom, granting more liberty would surpass their capabilities to handle any excess 
amount of such provision. As they further imagined, although a radical and precipitous 
liberalisation might ease the conditions of maximum restriction and suppression in Iran, it 
would bring about a new set of social problems, probably surpassing the severities currently 
experienced by people.

CONCLUSION

This study began with the goal of finding the meanings of freedom for the young 
generation in Iran, where the term has been redundantly used in the public discourse, and 
yet remains a catalyst for the youth’s social movements and political activities. Guided by 
the reception theory, the study took advantage of the remarkable representational features 
of Befarmaeed Sham and its popularity to investigate a sample of urban youths’ readings 
of a sequence of this reality show that contained a discourse of freedom. These readings, 
rather than providing specific and clear-cut answers, took a number of complex and multi-
directional pathways through which the research participants tried to draw on their frame 
of reference and lived experiences in order to reflect on the meanings of freedom. In this 
way, while the participants actively engaged in making sense of the displayed video, they 
strategically utilised the term during the discussions to elucidate some of the peculiarities 
and perplexities that characterise the conditions of freedom in Iran.

In short, the results of the focus groups, first and foremost, point to the oddness 
of freedom for Iranians, mainly due to the protracted restrictions imposed on people’s 
social and political lives over the course of past few decades. It was also found that the 
participants regarded these overwhelming limitations a reason for bragging and a sense of 
self-importance among those who are privileged enough or get the chance to experience 
freedom. Furthermore, the participants pronounced their strong belief  about the grave 
consequences that stripping a nation from its basic rights might entail; the sort of after-
effects that have shaken the social life in contemporary Iran. Finally, the majority of the 
group members considered granting Iranians a degree of freedom equivalent to those in 
Western societies, a futile endeavour which might end up in chaos and social disorder. Their 
reason for this was that since Iranians have been used to live under an all-out and wide-
ranging forms of restrictions for too long, such emancipatory shift in social life should be 
based on a gradual process, the one that does not run over the people’s limited capacity 
for freedom. From the theoretical perspective, however, negative freedom seemed to better 
explain the participants’ concerns over the matter, since they firmly believed that the high 
degree of restrictions in Iran is unquestionably the result of the external interferences of 
the authorities. Yet, as the emergence of the last theme showed, negative freedom was 
overlapped by the positive sense of the concept. That is to say, the participants regarded 
Iranians’ limited internal capacities in accommodating freedom as well as their lack of self-
mastery to be responsible for their experiences of impediments.  

Ultimately, these findings reveal personal autonomy as the participants’ primary 
concern about the issue of freedom in Iran, even though at certain junctures, they harboured 
a deep resentment against the deprivation of more enlightened forms of cultural liberty. 
This was relatively unpredictable since the young generation in Iran is among the world’s 
well-known activist groups involved in various politically driven acts of defiance and 
liberating social movements (Honari, 2018). 
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In this view, it was naturally expected that such conversations to be overwhelmed 
with polity. Instead, the discussions reveal the tendency of urban youths’ resistance and 
fight for freedom to be shaped more by cultural influences, rather than the political state 
of affairs and other radical activities. Alternatively, this might also be an indication of 
the enfeebled enthusiasm among young Iranians whose tireless struggles for social and 
political change throughout the past few decades have so far been precluded by systematic 
crackdowns on youth/student-led social movements (Shahi & Abdoh-Tabrizi, 2020). 
Nonetheless, Iranian youth’s seemingly trivial and apolitical reflections on, or definitions 
of freedom, far from being a sign of this social group’s disinclination in challenging the 
status quo and dominant ideologies in Iran, should be construed as a distinct modus 
operandi for dissidence and nonconformity. 

This is precisely the point when cultural becomes political; that is to say, the youths’ 
preoccupation with aspects of modernity defined by Western norms and values sets them 
apart from their traditionalist predecessors. This in turn gives rise to Iranian youths’ 
identity politics, a quest for belonging to the generation that stands for its cultural rights 
and redefines the meaning of freedom in its own language and way of life.

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

Social media is a relatively new paradigm of communication that has contributed to significant changes 
in the political and social landscapes of many countries throughout the world. It is still evolving. This 
modern way of communication is frequently thought to have a significant impact on many parts of an 
individual’s life, which legislators might exploit when enacting new legislation. As a result, government 
participation in social media engagement is critical to better understand public needs and interests, 
allowing it to play a more effective role. The Employees Provident Fund (EPF) in Malaysia created 
the i-Sinar scheme, which allowed EPF members to withdraw a portion of their funds during the 
lockdown as many lost their jobs or had their pay cut. The public petitioned the government to allow 
them to withdraw more money from their EPF savings account, which has a withdrawal age limit. The 
i-Sinar initiative was extended to the second year of the epidemic due to the overwhelming appeals, 
particularly on social media. This research is particularly important for people to understand how they 
might use social media to influence government policy decisions. The researchers employed content 
analysis as the qualitative research strategy. The study looked at 10 viral Facebook posts about the 
i-Sinar scheme and how the public persuaded the government to allow the people to access their 
retirement savings during the pandemic. The researchers then looked at 10 news items about the 
government's i-Sinar scheme announcements. The goal is to examine how the government dealt 
with the public outcry during the implementation of this new policy. The findings demonstrate that 
social media is one of the most effective venues for the public to make their opinions heard by the 
government. With regard to i-Sinar, the government listened to the public and established a new policy 
in response. These rich insights can assist the government in expanding its function, generating new 
ideas, and assisting in the formulation of new policies. 

Keywords: Government policy, social media, public opinion, Facebook, i-Sinar 
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INTRODUCTION

Since its inception as the Internet Relay Chat more than three decades ago, social media 
has evolved into one of the most powerful mass communication platforms, bringing 
substantial changes to the world's political and social landscapes. In Malaysia, technological 
development has resulted in the rise of new media, as well as the country’s dynamic online 
society, which can be seen as supportive of political liberalisation (Pepinsky, 2012). This 
has been aided by the proliferation of cell phones, which has transformed traditionally 
passive consumers of mass media information into active participants in political debates, 
particularly online (Tapsell, 2018).  Today, more and more Malaysians are turning to social 
media to express their views on various political issues, in the hopes of getting their voices 
heard by the government. 

On the government’s side, this expanding trend has kept it in check in some ways, 
forcing it to listen to the people. The days of citizens being reluctant to share their views on 
political topics or criticising the government are long gone. The emergence of social media 
in today’s hybrid media environment is a crucial component that has had an impact on the 
interactions between political officials, the media, and the general population (McGregor, 
2019). It can help to build, maintain, improve, correct or even tarnish a politician’s image. 
The rise and fall of a political party or politicians can be influenced by social media. With 
its open access concept, anyone can express their opinions about practically anything 
including political parties. With this political liberalisation, the public is more outspoken, 
so the government needs to be very open and ready to compromise, even in their policies. 

According to studies, the Internet and social media play an important role in social 
movements and collective action, political engagement, and involvement, as well as corporate 
monitoring and challenges (Sormanen & Dutton, 2015). This result is also consistent with 
the findings of this study, which looked at the impact of social media on the Malaysian 
government's implementation of the i-Sinar scheme by the Employees Provident Fund (EPF) 
(Kumpulan Wang Simpanan Pekerja [KWSP]). Malaysians sought the i-Sinar plan, which was 
launched in November 2020 to meet their daily costs and financial obligations, particularly 
those who had lost their jobs during the COVID-19 pandemic.  i-Sinar contributed to social 
well-being efforts by advocating for a inclusive and integrated social protection for vulnerable 
Malaysians in the event of financial hardship during the Movement Control Order (MCO). 
Prior to its implementation, the government was not in favour of allowing members of the 
public to withdraw from their retirement savings from EPF which has a withdrawal age 
requirement of 55–60 years old, particularly for Account 1. As for Account 2, withdrawals 
are restricted to education and mortgage. This is due to EPF’s agenda in pursuing more 
sustainable and responsible organisation, and using their position as the country’s premier 
retirement fund to influence and advocate for financial sustainability.

As a result, the public has urged the government to allow people to withdraw their 
EPF savings so that they can use them in their time of need. The government initially 
rejected the suggestion, claiming that the public's future retirement savings would be 
insufficient for later use if  they were to withdraw their funds now. The public, however, 
reacted negatively to this argument, as have a few political leaders, including former Prime 
Minister Datuk Seri Najib Tun Razak, who has been outspoken about the matter. The 
public was outraged, claiming that because the EPF savings account is their own money, 
they have the right to withdraw and spend it during this difficult period.

Following that, the public expressed numerous thoughts, critiques, ideas, and 
requests to the government, pushing the government to allow everyone to withdraw their 
EPF funds. As a result, the Malaysian government made a few revisions to the i-Sinar 
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policy, particularly to the terms and circumstances based on the public’s criticisms and 
feedback. The most important point to emphasise here is that all these developments were 
made possible through the use of social media as the primary forum for citizens to express 
their opinions. 

Therefore, in this study, the researchers investigate the role of social media in 
influencing the implementation of government policies, specifically, in the case of the 
i-Sinar scheme. Based on this research purpose, three research questions were identified as 
follows:
1) What is the impact of social media usage on government policy implementation 

decisions?
2) How can the public use social media to influence the government’s decision to 

implement a new policy?
3) How did the government respond to public opinion regarding the i-Sinar scheme?

In response to these research questions, these are the research objectives for this 
study:
1) To identify the implication of social media usage towards government decisions in 

implementing policy.
2) To investigate ways the public influence the government decision in implementing new 

policies by using social media.
3) To examine government’s response to public opinion regarding the i-Sinar scheme.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Social media as a platform of expression
The rise of new media and the current trend in communication technology has made it 
easier for the general population to obtain more information (Mohd Ngah & Mohamed, 
2019). As we moved into the 21st century, social media's role shifted from being merely 
a medium for social communication to encompassing practically every element of life, 
including business (Tang et al., 2021). In addition to this, people nowadays use social media 
to express themselves. As highlighted by Dam et al. (2021), some people avoid situations 
where they must speak in public, and this issue may have become compounded through 
social media.

This suggests that most people choose to communicate with others through social 
media rather than through interpersonal conversation. This predicament arises from 
people’s fear of being ostracised by others if  they share their opinion about something, as 
opposed to a computer-mediated platform where no one knows who is “talking” behind the 
keyboard (Dam et al., 2021). As a result, we frequently witness people using social media 
to share their daily lives with others, resulting in the development of closer relationships 
(Lee et al., 2020). 

However, some people struggle to control their emotions on social media, leading 
them to post something that can be regarded as improper. Norm violations are defined 
as expressions that are “overly emotive” (Waterloo et al., 2018). Users may, however, 
communicate unpleasant emotions online to build tight social links — demonstrating that 
sharing negative experiences can improve relationships (Burke et al., 2011). This allows 
their voices and opinions to be heard by many people, including the general public and 
established organisations. As a result, some may prefer to use negative expressions to 
attract attention and to ensure that everyone can hear them.
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Political engagement in social media
Until recently, the Internet was viewed as a one-way communication technology utilised by 
political parties to spread their political objectives. However, with the advent of new media 
technology, this communication has evolved into a two-way exchange. Politicians utilise 
social media to disseminate their viewpoints and make announcements, while members of 
the public use it to voice their opinions on political matters. This means that social media 
is becoming more crucial in informing the public about current events as well as engaging 
and motivating them to participate in offline political activities (Ahmad et al., 2019). In 
this respect, political mobilisation and election campaigns have been shown to be positively 
influenced by political expression on social media (Velasquez & Rojas, 2017).

Research also found that the Internet landscape might be more politically varied than 
that found in a face-to-face setting (Yong et al., 2012). Some people avoid circumstances 
where they have to speak in front of others, and this phenomenon may be amplified on 
social media (Ho & McLeod, 2008). This explains why people prefer to use social media to 
express their political views. 

Aside from that, political participants can use new media and other Internet 
platforms to engage in politics and openly express their views. The usage of social media 
increases users’ political understanding, resulting in increased political involvement and 
participation. For instance, youth’s political participation and trust have improved as a 
result of their increased political understanding and needs (Ahmad et al., 2019). This is 
one of the reasons why individuals nowadays prefer to express themselves through social 
media rather than through face-to-face conversations or through official channels.

This development stresses the importance of political speeches in social media for 
the health of democracies, as well as the need for investigating the antecedents of political 
expression in social media (Velasquez & Rojas, 2017). Politicians should interact in social 
media, produce entertaining content, and engage the youth in areas that they are interested 
in (Vesnic-Alujevic, 2013). Further, the general public can freely express its opinions 
towards any issue and the government will be able to gain its trust. 

Government response during crises
Natural catastrophes and other exogenous calamities  often negatively impact government 
stability and community well-being (Li et al., 2020). In such situations, when the public 
despairs for relief  and assistance, the government must act quickly to ensure their welfare 
is taken care of. A slow-reacting government may face public backlash and criticism, 
resulting in regime instability.

 According to Li et al. (2020), conventional theory, rationality and institutional 
conflict place a substantial impact on government information processing and government 
crisis response. Pandemics that pose a major threat to people’s lives demand swift reactions, 
which may cause administrative activities and policymaking to come to a standstill. 
Frequently, bureaucrats are split between honouring administrative traditions and taking 
swift and decisive action to halt the development of a disease.

As such, it is critical for a government to guarantee that the people may readily 
contact them anytime they require assistance. The public, who is already in a difficult 
situation, will be disappointed by a late response. Thus, a good emergency management 
system requires the ability of public officials to collect and make sense of vast amounts 
of data during disasters (Walgrave & Dejaeghere, 2017). At the onset of the COVID-19 
outbreak, governments around the world utilised ICT tools to help residents who needed 
immediate aid as well as to gather intelligence on the ground.
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However, due to the nature of the crisis, the government may be inundated with 
information from the public, making it difficult for them to meet all of the public’s wishes. 
The information sharing problem may be compounded in the event of a disaster due to 
the vast volume of information, time constraint, and conflicting information. As a result, 
during times of information asymmetry and overload, social media channels provide  
critical and timely information for government response to the epidemic and citizen demands 
(Li et al., 2020). Malaysia’s eighth Prime Minister, Tan Sri Muhyiddin Yassin, delivered  
the Prihatin Economic Stimulus Package Speech during the government’s Movement 
Control Order to flatten the COVID-19 pandemic curve. People began to address him 
as a father figure (abah), after he delivered the Prihatin  speech, reflecting the people’s  
newfound affection for him. Using the dimensions of empathy, understanding, and 
responsiveness in the speech, the orator can increase his positive image with the element of 
goodwill in Aristotelian ethos (Romli et al., 2022).

Social media and government policy
The impact of social media on public opinion and how the government handles difficult 
political outcomes is now visible. As a result of the rapid growth of social media, 
citizens’ participation in governance has steadfastly moved online, and the initiatives of 
social mobilisation on major issues of public concern has shifted away from state-linked 
institutions and the media. Thus, the usage of social media has benefitted both policy 
formulation and public opinion (Bui, 2016).

By using social media as a platform, members of the public can express their 
thoughts about government policies, as they know their opinions will be given attention  
by the government. This increasing influence of social media has resulted in substantial 
shifts in political involvement and norms. As a result of the greater public scrutiny and 
exposure, there have been obvious changes in how the apparatus interacts with the public 
(Bui, 2016). 

The viewpoints of citizens on environmental, social justice and corruption issues 
are heard by the government and publicised by the mainstream media. According to a 
study by Luo & Harrison (2019), the content of blogs where people share their ideas online 
and their Internet searches can impact traditional media. To elaborate, members of the 
public can share their views on any topic online and turn it into a trending topic on social 
media platforms. The mainstream media would then pick this up and give it coverage. 
This matter will then come to the attention of the government for action. At this juncture, 
the government will respond to the situation, including changing or revising policies or 
decisions, if  necessary.

The public’s use of social media, on the other hand, is not always an active process. 
Disclosing sensitive information to the party-state is frequently politically driven in a setting 
characterised by a lack of transparency. As a result, numerous political groups can abuse 
social media to further their agendas, even if they are not always telling the truth or even 
delivering false information. It is not inconceivable that some members of the party-state 
can also circulate unverified information on social media to further their own interests in 
a covert manner (Bui, 2016). As a result, it is critical that the message designed for crisis 
communication intervention communicates to the public in ways that encourage action and 
involvement, maintain order and composure, and give accurate information. In regard to 
pandemics, it should be noted that authorities and medical experts are the primary sources 
of information, which news media producers and journalists refer to when communicating 
official and expert information to the public (Ali et al., 2022).
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METHODOLOGY

Qualitative research method
Qualitative research is a type of non-numerical study that focuses on the construction 
of social reality and cultural meaning. It emphasises on comprehending phenomena, 
interactive processes, and events that must be analysed and understood. In other words, it 
analyses and interprets phenomena in order to identify the underlying meaning and pattern 
of relationships between the subjects being researched (Neuman, 2014). The present study 
was carried out by the researcher using the qualitative research method of content analysis.

 As the goal of the study is to identify the impact of social media usage on government 
policy implementation, a thorough grasp of the topic is required to ensure that the link 
between social media usage and government policy implementation can be explicated.

The researcher studied news stories that have been published in the media about 
government decisions that have been changed due to popular pressure. This is to examine 
how public views can reach the government through social media and how they can 
influence the government’s decision to enact a new policy as a result. A qualitative content 
analysis can help better understand these relationships and give a thorough explanation of 
the phenomenon under investigation.

Method of data collection
In November 2020, a Google search for “i-Sinar” was conducted. For analysis, the first 
20 results with both positive and negative comments were chosen from EPF’s i-Sinar 
Facebook page. The searches were limited to English results and were conducted through 
the platform. The snowballing method was used to find additional resources from the 
platform. All links to other resources were noted, and these resources were then examined. 
The analysis began with the Facebook results, which were quickly followed by the snowball 
results. When saturation was reached, sampling was stopped. Since the government has 
allowed for the public to withdraw their EPF money starting November 2020, the sample 
was chosen at random from November 2020 to July 2021.

The researcher also examined 10 news stories from the mainstream media, namely 
New Straits Times, Berita Harian, Sinar Harian, Harian Metro and Astro Awani, that 
relates to the government’s decision on the i-Sinar scheme. This was done to gauge the 
government’s response after being constantly pressured by the public. The sample was 
chosen at random between November 2020 and July 2021, after the government received 
numerous requests and pressures from the public on the initiative. The NVivo software was 
used to capture all data.

Variable operational definition
Three aspects were assessed to identify the relationship between the role of social media 
and government decisions based on the research topic. The first was “public demand”, 
which will define how social media is used. In order to do so, the researcher examined 
Facebook posts that contain phrases or notions that could be perceived as demanding, 
appealing, or requesting government assistance. The following are the relevant terms that 
have been identified:
a) Beri (Give) e) Mohon (Appeal)
b) Harap (Hope) f) Semoga (Hopeful)
c) Mahu (Want) g) Tolong (Help)
d) Minta (Ask) h) Tuntut (Demand)
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The second theme was “government approval”, which would measure how the 
government responds to public pressure and, as a result, whether the i-Sinar policy was 
changed. The researcher examined news stories that contained certain themes that can 
be construed as the government agreeing to change its policies in response to popular 
pressure. The terms that had been identified are as follows:
a) Benarkan (Allow/Enable)
b) Perluas (Expand)
c) Tambah baik (Improve)
d) Lulus (Approve)
e) Setuju (Agree)
f) Ubah (Change)
g) Perluas (Widen)

Finally, the “under review” theme indicates that the government is still uncertain. 
This theme suggests that the government may not concur with popular demand. The 
researcher analysed news stories that contain language or terms that can be regarded as 
the government making a firm choice that cannot be affected by the public. The terms that 
come under this theme are as follows:
a) Maklum balas (Feedback)
b) Nilai (Evaluate)
c) Pertimbangkan (Consider)

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

The researcher was able to identify two themes, three sub-themes, and 18 concepts based 
on the data that was analysed. Table 1 contains the data analysis results.

Table 1. Data analysis result 

Theme Sub-theme Concept Frequency of words used in 
the Facebook postings/news

Platform of expression Public demand Beri (Give)
Harap (Hope)
Mahu (Want)
Minta (Ask)
Mohon (Appeal)
Semoga (Hopeful/May)
Tolong (Help)
Tuntut (Demand)

4
4
2
5
3
2
3
1

Government reaction Government 
approval

Benarkan (Allow/Enable)
Perluas (Expand)
Tambah baik (Improve)
Lulus (Approve)
Setuju (Agree)
Ubah (Change/Review)
Perluas (Extend)

9
1
4
2
2
1
5

Under review Maklum balas 
(Feedback)
Nilai (Evaluate)
Pertimbangkan 
(Consider)

3

1
3
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Theme 1: Platform of expression
People utilised social media to communicate their opinions, feelings, feedback, criticisms, 
or suggestions, according to all the Facebook entries. This includes voicing their opinions 
on government policy. The results show that all of the postings analysed contained one or 
more of the items mentioned. Lemang Power, for example, wrote in one of the Facebook 
posts: 

“Harap pihak EPF dengar keluhan rakyat.”
 (Hopefully EPF will listen to the people's complaints)

Sub-theme 1: Public demand
Members of the public have repeatedly urged the government to strengthen the i-Sinar 
scheme, allowing people to withdraw their EPF funds or expand the scheme to include 
everyone with an EPF account. Using social media platforms, these actions reflect the 
public’s desire for the government to change its policy regarding the i-Sinar initiative. This 
demonstrates that social media platforms are used not only to communicate with friends 
and family, but also to express opinions to the government. The request for the government 
to meet their wants are evinced in the concepts or words found in the Facebook postings. 
The concepts are Beri (Give) (frequency = 4),  Harap (Hope) (4), Mahu (Want) (2), Minta 
(Ask) (5), Mohon (Appeal) (3), Semoga (Hopeful/May) (2), Tolong (Help) (3) and Tuntut 
(Demand) (1). Examples of postings for each of the concepts are as follows:
a) Facebook posting by Ann Ridz Avenys:

“Berilah sinar buat kmi, mudah²an ada rezeki kmi nnt.. InsyaAllah.” 
(Give light for us, our sustenance .. God willing)

b) Facebook posting by Master Good:

“Ini adalah tanggungjawab kerajaan PN untuk rakyat, kami semua rakyat 
Malaysia hanya harapkan abah Din meluluskan kata2 kami ini dan suara kan, 
kepada CEO yang memegang KWSP kami.” 
(This is the responsibility of the PN government for the people, we all 
Malaysians just hope that Din approves our words and voice, to the CEO 
who holds our EPF)

c) Facebook posting by Rozie Din:

“Rakyat mahu sambung i sinar selama 6 bulan.” 
(The people want i-sinar to continue for 6 months)

d) Facebook posting by Datuk Seri Najib Razak: 

“Dengan ini, saya minta KWSP memperluaskan skim i-Sinar kepada  
golongan yang pendapatannya telah turun mendadak akibat Covid dengan 
membuka skim i-Sinar kepada sesiapa yang mengaku pendapatan bulanan 
mereka telah turun 20% atau lebih akibat Covid.” 
(With this, I ask the EPF to extend the i-Sinar scheme to those whose income 
has dropped sharply due to Covid by opening the i-Sinar scheme to anyone 
especially to those whose income has dropped by 20% or more due to Covid.)



Special Issue: iCOMS2021

81

e) Facebook posting by Farhan Rahim:

“Dan semoga moratorium juga dilanjutkan lagi 3 bulan secara automatik 
kepada semua peminjam, Amin.”  
(May the moratorium be extended for another 3 months automatically to all 
borrowers, Amin)

The 10 Facebook postings revealed that individuals used the social media platform 
to express their views on government policies. Meanwhile, one or more of the themes were 
discovered in a total of 24 sentences.

Theme 2: Government reaction
The government is obligated to respond to the public outcry on social media. The reaction 
of the government can be observed in the announcements made and publicised by the 
media. For example, according to a news report from Astro Awani:

“Kerajaan hari ini bersetuju untuk memperluaskan pengeluaran skim i-Sinar 
daripada Akaun 1 Kumpulan Wang Simpanan Pekerjaan (KWSP) kepada 
semua ahli yang terjejas pendapatan akibat pandemik COVID-19.” 
(The government today agreed to extend the withdrawal of the i-Sinar 
scheme from Account 1 of the Employment Provident Fund (EPF) to all 
members whose income was affected by the COVID-19 pandemic)
 (Astro Awani, Nov 16, 2020)

Sub-theme 1: Government approval
The government has the authority to agree, disagree, or further investigate what the public 
has proposed. There are numerous elements that must be considered before the government 
makes a decision. However, due to the overwhelming opinions, objections, complaints, and 
requests from the people regarding the i-Sinar scheme, the government was left with no 
choice but to meet their demand. The government’s approval is evident in the concept or 
words used in the media announcements. The first concept is Benarkan (Allow/Enable) 
(used 9 times), followed by Perluas (Expand) (1), Tambah baik (Improve) (4), Lulus 
(Approve) (2), Setuju (Agree) (2), Ubah (Change/Review) (1) dan Perluas (Extend) (5). 
Some examples for each of the concepts are as follows:
a) New Straits Times (February 11, 2021):

“The Employees Provident Fund (EPF) is looking to remove all conditions 
for the i-Sinar facility to enable more Malaysians to benefit from the initiative 
in light of the Covid-19 pandemic.”

b) New Straits Times (December 6, 2020):

“On Wednesday, the Employees Provident Fund expanded the criteria for 
withdrawals from the i-Sinar facility.”

c) Sinar Harian (April 9, 2021):

“Akhirnya kerajaan akur untuk meluluskan pengeluaran akaun satu KWSP 
tanpa syarat berikutan nasihat Perdana Menteri, Tan Sri Muhyiddin Yassin 
supaya KWSP menambahbaik inisiatif itu selepas mengambil kira maklum 
balas rakyat.” 
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(Finally, the government agreed to approve the withdrawal of one EPF 
account unconditionally following the advice of the Prime Minister, Tan Sri 
Muhyiddin Yassin for the EPF to improve the initiative after considering the 
people’s feedback.)

d) Sinar Harian (April 9, 2021):

“Walaupun pada awalnya seperti sukar dilaksanakan namun desakan 
demi desakan yang diterima menyebabkan kerajaan akur dan meluluskan 
pengeluaran akaun dua sebanyak RM500 sebulan bagi tempoh 12 bulan 
melalui i-Lestari.” 
(Although at first it seemed difficult to implement but the relentless pressure 
has made the government to comply and approve the withdrawal of two 
accounts of RM500 per month for a period of 12 months through i-Lestari)

e) Harian Metro (November 4, 2020):

“Kerajaan bersetuju untuk mengkaji saranan pengeluaran simpanan dalam 
Akaun 1 Kumpulan Wang Simpanan Pekerja (KWSP) bagi membantu rakyat 
yang berdepan kesusahan dan benar-benar memerlukan.”
(The Government has agreed to review the recommendation for the 
withdrawal of savings in Account 1 of the Employees Provident Fund (EPF) 
to help the people who are facing difficulties and are really in need)

f) Berita Harian (January 22, 2021):

“Kerajaan diminta mengkaji semula skim i-Sinar, termasuk mengubahnya 
menjadi pengeluaran tanpa syarat bagi membantu ibu bapa yang tidak layak 
sebelum ini membiayai pembelian gajet untuk anak mengikuti pembelajaran di 
rumah.” 
(The government was asked to review the i-Sinar scheme, including turning 
it into an unconditional withdrawal to help ineligible parents finance the 
purchase of gadgets for their children to study at home.)

g) Astro Awani (November 26, 2020):

“Justeru setelah berbincang dengan KWSP pagi tadi, sukacita diumumkan 
program i-Sinar dibuka dan diperluaskan kepada semua ahli yang terjejas 
pendapatan mereka.” 
(Therefore, after discussing with the EPF this morning, we are pleased to 
announce that the i-Sinar program is open and extended to all members 
whose income is affected.)

A total of 10 news items carried announcements made by the government outlining 
their response to popular demand. Meanwhile, one or more of the themes were discovered 
in a total of 24 sentences.

Sub-theme 2: Under review
As previously stated, not all proposals will be adopted by the government in a timely 
manner. Certain recommendations need to be subjected to a more thorough and in-depth 
investigation before being approved and implemented as a policy. To put it another way, 
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the proposals need to be deliberated by decision and policy makers before they can be 
accepted or rejected. The reviewing action can be seen from the use of certain concepts 
or words in the news reporting. The first concept is Makluman (Feedback) (used 3 times), 
followed by Nilai (Evaluate) (1) and Pertimbangkan (Consider) (3). Examples for each of 
the concepts are as follows:
a) New Straits Times (February 11, 2021):

“Finance Minister Tengku Datuk Seri Zafrul Aziz, said the new plan came 
following the advice by Prime Minister Tan Sri Muhyiddin Yassin for EPF 
to improve its initiative, after taking public feedback into consideration.”

b) Berita Harian (January 22, 2021):

“Kerajaan perlu menilai kembali kelompongan ini.” 
(The government needs to re -evaluate this gap)

c) Harian Metro (November 4, 2021):

“Perdana Menteri Tan Sri Muhyiddin Yassin berkata, perkara membabitkan 
KWSP sememangnya isu panas yang dibangkitkan pelbagai pihak dan 
kumpulan yang meminta kerajaan menimbangkan supaya pencarum KWSP 
boleh mengeluarkan simpanan daripada Akaun 1.” 
(Prime Minister Tan Sri Muhyiddin Yassin said the matter involving the 
EPF was indeed a hot issue raised by various parties and groups who asked 
the government to consider so that EPF contributors could withdraw their 
savings from Account 1.)

The present study investigated the importance of social media usage among 
Malaysians in influencing the implementation of government policies, in particular the 
i-Sinar scheme. It is widely acknowledged today, that the general population is fully aware 
that their voices can be heard, thanks to the power of virality in social media. As a result, 
social media has become a popular platform for people to express themselves. In the case of 
the i-Sinar scheme, many Malaysians expressed numerous opinions, comments, criticisms, 
and even shared their hardships in the hopes that the government would show mercy and 
acquiesce to their demands. This is evidenced from the high number of Facebook postings 
of people pleading with the government to listen to their concerns and requesting that the 
government allow them to withdraw their EPF funds. 

If the social media postings on a particular issue continue to mount and the issue 
becomes viral, the government will pay attention to the matter to avoid being labelled a failed 
government or one that does not listen to its citizens. In this day and age of social media, any 
contentious issue can swiftly spread like wildfire and cause irreversible damage if not addressed 
quickly and sensibly. Cognisant of this, the government realises that it has no choice but to 
comply with the public’s demands. Similarly, when the government receives many complaints 
after implementing a particular policy, especially one that affects the public, they must take 
heed and revise or amend their policies to resolve the shortcomings highlighted. 

CONCLUSION

The findings of this study demonstrate that social media plays a significant impact in 
influencing government policy implementation. In today’s digital age, everything is at your 



The importance of social media usage in influencing government policy implementation:  
An analysis of Malaysia’s Employees Provident Fund’s i-Sinar scheme

84

fingertips and the government can easily hear the public’s voice and respond promptly. In 
addition, trends on social media, where any topic or issue can go viral quickly, has created a 
paradigm for the public to band together and speak out in unison to draw the government's 
attention. The administration then has no choice but to acquiesce to the public voice, given 
the overwhelming and consistent public pressure and demand.

The Malaysian government approved the extension of the i-Sinar scheme because 
it recognises that if  it cannot meet its citizens’ expectations, public accountability and 
support would dwindle, particularly in the current political landscape where the ruling 
administration is not stable. Even if  certain recommendations are deemed unsuitable or 
difficult to implement due to a variety of issues, the government had no choice but to 
implement them with some modifications to minimise any negative implications. Due 
to time and financial constraints, particularly during the COVID-19 pandemic, where 
everyone was affected financially in one way or another, the government had to decide 
swiftly, even if  the outcome may not be favourable or place a negative long-term impact on 
the country.

To date, the i-Sinar scheme has been replaced with i-Citra, a new phase of the 
i-Sinar scheme with certain tweaks. The i-Citra withdrawal facility, which started on July 
15, is a follow-up to the previous EPF withdrawal initiatives, i-Lestari and i-Sinar. EPF 
members under the age of 55 can apply online for i-Citra, with a maximum withdrawal of 
RM5,000 based on their total combined balance in Accounts 1 and 2.  

Taking into account this new development, the researcher hopes the present study 
can be expanded in the future. Perhaps future research could focus on different aspects, such 
as the  effectiveness of schemes such as i-Sinar in helping people. Additionally, research 
can be conducted on different case studies for different policies that are deliberated in 
Parliament. The findings can shed light on how Members of Parliament fight for new 
policies or revised policies in response to public demand. Such studies can also determine 
whether the present or next government is firm enough in their decisions, or whether they 
are readily swayed by public opinion.

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 evolution of the Internet has shifted people’s preference from traditional media to new media. 
People used to depend on newspapers, television, and radio to keep themselves updated with news. 
Today, all the news and information can be obtained through new media, especially Facebook. 
Facebook is one of the platforms that has the highest users providing massive amount of information 
sourced from around the globe with intention to inform and provide knowledge. However, the  
unfettered proliferation of fake news has led to many users doubting news credibility. By measuring 
the credibility of messages, sources and news medium, the new media’s credibility can be defined in a 
statistical way. Thus, this study aims to investigate news credibility among Facebook users in Universiti 
Teknologi MARA’s (UiTM) Negeri Sembilan branch campus. A sample of 134 undergraduates from 
different faculties was selected for this study through simple random sampling. Data was collected 
using an online three-section survey that assessed perceived Facebook credibility, Facebook 
credibility factors and Facebook credibility dimensions. To determine the number of constructs or 
factors involved, tests such as quality, loading factors and construct validity, as well as Exploratory 
Factor Analysis (EFA) was conducted. The reliability test results reveal that the internal consistency 
is considered excellent except for one factor (Cronbach’s alpha = .893), which is considered good.

Keywords: New media, media credibility, Facebook, social media, factor analysis
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INTRODUCTION

The rapid evolution of information communication technology (ICT) has become much 
more manageable nowadays. Internet or digital adoption is common practice for all sectors 
today, including the media. In this regard, Malaysia is well on its way  towards becoming a 
21st-century digital technology nation. The digital era where information can be accessed 
quickly and faster without any constraints has brought about significant transformations 
in all aspects of life. The dismissal and indictment of the misuse of political power and 
sodomy incrimination of Anwar Ibrahim (former Deputy Prime Minister of Malaysia) 
has been attributed as a catalyst for the rise in Internet usage and the new media among 
Malaysians (Abdullah et al., 2018). In January 2021, 27.43 million (84%) of Malaysia’s 
population of 32.57 million were reported as Internet users (Kemp, 2021), which clearly 
demonstrates the prominent role of the Internet in the daily life of Malaysians. 

According to Li and Suh (2015), Facebook has become the most popular social 
media platform among Internet users in Malaysia to source for information. Statista 
reported that there were about 25.95 million Facebook users in Malaysia in 2021 (Muller, 
2022). The young generation uses Facebook as an avenue to expand their social networks 
and maintain their social presence (Chininga et al., 2019). However, Hameleers et al. 
(2020) cautioned that Facebook is one of the most prominent breeding grounds for the 
uncontrolled spread of fake information. Notably, a lot of the published contents are 
unconfirmed as reliable as anyone can post anything without any filtering or verification 
system in place. 

According to Keib and Wojdynski (2018), Facebook has become the most used 
social media for news search. The platform is very much a news website compared to any 
other social media. As a result, users are exposed to the stories published from various 
sources, and it is difficult to trace potential fake news stories among them. This has led to 
the rise of grave concerns and intense interest regarding news credibility on social media, 
especially Facebook (Sterrett et al., 2019). The rising number of Internet users who rely on 
media content for information and news has also attracted the attention of scholars who 
are concerned with the credibility of the information shared online (Xie & Zhao, 2014).

Today, media users can search for any information related to economy, politics, or 
even entertainment through the new media. A wealth of information is accessible to citizens 
worldwide with the intentions to inform and seek attention. However, the perception of 
news credibility  has come under intense scrutiny now due to the uncontrolled spread 
of fake news and information online. Users are unsure about the credibility of a news  
when it is disseminated by unknown sources (Abdullah et al., 2019). Undoubtedly, 
credibility is an essential factor that determines if  users accept or reject the information 
they encounter online.

Therefore, news media credibility studies have become more imperative than ever 
today. The deluge of information online with no verified source causes overall exasperation 
and anxiety. For instance, the rising number of defamation court cases due to the  
credibility of social media postings. The latest legal proceeding is related to Datuk 
Lokman Noor Adam, a former member of UMNO Supreme Working Council (MKT). 
He was charged with two charges of spreading false news through two audio visual 
recordings on Facebook related to the vaccine issue and the cause of the COVID-19 virus 
spread. Abas (2021) reported that the accused was being investigated by the Classified 
Criminal Investigation Unit (USJT), Bukit Aman Criminal Investigation Department. If  
convicted, the accused will be punished in accordance with Section 4 (1) of the Emergency 
(Essential Powers) Ordinance (No.2) 2021 which provides a maximum fine of RM100,000 
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or imprisonment for a maximum of three years or both. The case was investigated for 
causing anxiety and distrust in the general public. Indeed, the spread of false news related 
to COVID-19 and vaccination has caused many misinterpretations or misconceptions 
among Malaysians. Public tend to misunderstand and get confused about COVID-19  
news that is disseminated through new media and digital newspapers as the opposing 
opinions from anti-science and anti-vax groups are more convincing (Haron, 2021). Given 
this background,  this study intends to study the construct validity of news credibility 
among Facebook users at Universiti Teknologi MARA’s (UiTM), Negeri Sembilan  
branch campus.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Facebook as a credible source
A recent study by Elhadidi (2019) found that Egyptian users perceive uploaded political 
contents and opinions on Facebook with higher ratings as credible. In addition, users 
with higher social efficacy are judged to be more trustworthy than those with lower social 
efficacy. The findings show that the dependency of political information and the use of 
political information on Facebook was limited to a particular Facebook factor, that is, 
credibility. In other words, Egyptians believe that new media is a credible source. Edogor 
et al. (2015) also concurred that Facebook is the most credible medium channel in Nigeria. 
However, Nigerian users also believe that some of the contents cannot be considered as 
credible. 

The former Malaysian Prime Minister, Dato’ Sri Najib Razak used Facebook as 
his platform to create a good image and attract potential voters. According to Kasmani 
(2022), those who have a strong interest in politics were persuaded by Najib Razak’s 
decisions and political acts while the majority of respondents were less persuaded by his 
political humour and think that his Facebook posts will not change the public perception 
towards him. However, they still believed that his persuasive capability of political humour 
has entertained and improved his self-image among the younger generation. This case 
demonstrates how Facebook can be used by politicians to gain public trust.

In their work, Wei et al. (2019) concluded that respondents in Singapore and 
Shanghai tend to perceive mobile news as credible more compared to Taipei and Hong 
Kong. Although this study did not explicitly state Facebook, the main topic was mobile 
news. The results reveal that more Shanghai respondents perceive mobile news as credible, 
followed by Singapore, Hong Kong, and Taiwan respondents. The results were based 
on the regression analyses on perceived utility of mobile news and appeal mobile news 
presentation, frequency of using mobile news, and reliance on traditional media and mobile 
media as news sources. The study found that the appeal of the mobile news presentation 
and the users’ experience in using mobile news are some factors that contributed towards 
the perception of credibility.

In contrast, some other studies demonstrate that the new media is not credible. 
Research conducted by Johnson and Kaye (2015) showed that social network sites (SNSs) 
were the least credible among the nine traditional and online sources examined (SNSs, 
political websites, candidates’ websites, political blogs, candidate blogs, YouTube, online 
broadcast TV news, online cable TV news and online newspaper). The SNS credibility 
score was lower because the usage of political information was low. Many internet users 
were not interested in politics and generally gave SNS credibility an average score of 7.4 
on a 4–20 point index. Only about 4.5% of the sample agreed that SNSs was a medium 
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for political news and information as most of them use SNSs as a communication tool 
rather than as an information source. After all, most of the political information in SNSs  
come from unverified sources.

Similarly, in another study, about 58% of the respondents in developed countries 
chose traditional media as the most credible source of news compared to social media 
(Porter et al., 2015). Furthermore, audiences tend to choose television news programmes 
as more credible compared to the Internet. Results also showed a significant relationship 
between media usage and perception of television and internet credibility, issue salience, 
and media reliance.

Hamid and Ali (2021) found that citizens of Peshawar are most likely to reach 
for newspapers for political knowledge and information rather than Facebook and 
Twitter. About 65% citizens agreed that newspapers are credible, trustworthy, and factual  
mediums. For Twitter and Facebook, they only agreed on aspects such as user-friendliness  
and fast accessibility.

With regard to measuring social media user credibility, Abbasi and Liu (2013) 
proposed the CredRank algorithm to measure similar behaviours between users. Using the 
United States Senate voting history data, the researchers showed how the algorithm detects 
similarities in behaviours and in this process, they were able to decrease the misinformation 
generated by social media users. In other words, the CredRank algorithm prevented fake 
news from spreading and decreased the amount of misinformation generated. Similarly, 
media credibility, message credibility, and source credibility can be measured to assess 
information credibility.

Facebook credibility factors
According to Nikbin et al. (2022), customers’ positive comments and responsiveness on 
the Facebook pages of brands were found to have a significant influence on both trust in 
product and trust in brand. In other words, the comments created by existing customers 
have a stronger influence on customers’ trust compared to the postings of the company 
itself  on their Facebook page. Thus, netizens tend to believe in the latest customer reviews 
rather than the service quality postings on the brand’s Facebook page itself.

A study by Safori et al. (2016) conclusively showed that media exposure, interactive 
media, quality of news source, and technology acceptance are factors that affect the 
credibility of news from the new media. Their work revealed that the credibility perception 
of the new media encourages public communication and engagement on social media. 
However, the researchers also found that social media tends to spread lies and rumours 
without any explanation, and that often, credibility of news is not even considered.

Palczewski (2016) reported that media credibility positively correlates with media 
trust, but media credibility may not be affected by media habits. Nevertheless, his findings 
show a relationship between media credibility, media trust, and media habits that help 
users determine whether the media is credible or not. With the highest significant positive 
relationship between media credibility and media trust in Fox News (r = .401), and the 
weakest significant positive relationship found in MSNBC News Condition (r = .320), the 
study concluded that the relationship between media credibility and media trust is robust.

In his work, Borah (2015) found that journalists are more credible than bloggers 
based on the influence of two factors: the reach of the blog and the identity of the blogger. 
The researcher adapted Meyer’s (1988) news credibility scale, consisting of five dimensions 
—trustworthiness, fairness, accuracy, bias, and completeness, for his study. In terms of 
online journalism, people tend to consider official news organisations as more credible 
than the news websites of commercial organisations. This is reflected in the findings of Xie 



Special Issue: iCOMS2021

91

and Zhao (2014) who reported that professional media outlets are viewed as more credible 
than political party mouthpieces. According to the study, netizens’ political knowledge 
and concerns also play a significant role in predicting media credibility.

On the other hand, Westerman et al. (2014) contended that credibility is related to 
how frequently posts are retweeted or shared, one minute or one hour or one day later. 
While the researchers did not find the expected linear relationship, they found that tweet 
recency is related to cognitive elaboration; the frequent the retweets, the higher the number 
of users who will pay attention to the tweets. Nozato (2002) stated that credibility of online 
media news can be considered if  its content is similar to that of the printed media. Thus, 
people who rely on printed media stories will automatically rely on online media stories 
without any doubt.

Shahibi et al. (2013) found that web design, information sources, and other internet 
users also influence the perception of information credibility. The student defended the 
fairness, importance, and depth of the data in preferring information and reliability. 
Similarly, Mahamad et al. (2021) found that Internet users who consume news on social 
media platforms such as Facebook determine the credibility of news based on its basic 
elements or appearance that include attractive pictures and catchy headlines. 

According to Calvo-Porral et al. (2014), there is a relationship between credibility 
and media brand equity. This means that the greater the influence of the media organisation, 
the higher the value it provides to the media. Mass media credibility needs to be developed 
through new ways to meet the audience’s needs. The data revealed that the media’s brand 
image is an essential source to enhance customer trust and is the primary source of media 
credibility. Popoola (2014) too explained that the concept of news credibility is related 
to equity, balanced coverage of information, efficiency, accuracy, objective, completeness, 
trustworthiness, honesty of the source, impartiality, and media organization in journalism. 
However, Safori et al. (2016) are convinced that the credibility of new media would be hard 
to determine without any reliable measurement.

Lastly, Kang (2010) found that the credibility of social media is the key factor that 
encourages public engagement and communication in social media. A validated survey of 14 
items was used to measure the source credibility and message credibility of a blog. The results 
show that focus and accuracy are the key elements used to assess blog content credibility 
while authority and reliability of blogger are the key elements to assess blogger credibility.

Dimensions of Facebook credibility
According to Karlsen and Aalberg (2021), the dissemination of false information through 
Facebook has affected the credibility of online messages. People have less trust in the 
information conveyed to them through social media. As such, the sharing of news through 
social media can cause distrust. Furthermore, with the rapid evolution of information 
technology nowadays, current news is not only consumed through official news channels, 
but can also be obtained on all intermediary platforms such as Facebook. This study 
also showed that the distribution of information through Facebook is perceived as less  
credible, especially when the message is delivered or shared by a politician.

In a study by Tandoc et al. (2020), news articles linked to an algorithm, human 
journalist, and a combination of both showed no differences in message credibility. The 
results from an online survey which used the scale of six items of credibility adapted from 
Meyer (1988) as well as McGrath and Gaziano (1986) showed no principal difference in 
perceived source credibility between algorithm, human journalist, and a combination  
of both.
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A recent study by Vaidya et al. (2019) proved that a verified account on social media 
does not affect the credibility of the message, source, and medium. In other words, verified 
accounts do not influence users’ perception of credibility. Thus, tweets from a verified 
account do not automatically imply that the content is credible.

Similarly, Lanterno et al. (2019) found that Rappler (the very first all-digital news 
organisation in the Philippines) scored high on credibility for its journalist expertise and 
news presentation (hyper textuality, interactivity, multimediality) but low on credibility for 
trustworthiness of news content. The findings also showed that the issues faced by Rappler 
after being stigmatised as a “fake news” organisation by President Rodrigo Duterte was 
the reason for its low credibility and in turn, this influenced the respondents’ perceptions 
towards Rappler's credibility. While for the high credibility in terms of expertise, the 
respondents believed that the journalists hired by Rappler are credible and the appealing 
website of news presentation is convincing.

Samuel-Azran and Hayat (2019) revealed that the perceived credibility of 
contents and news sources are affected by the strength of the social tie between the 
sender and the receiver of the content. Regardless of the participants' characteristics like 
level of education, gender, and Facebook activity level, the credibility perception was  
dependent on the strength of the relationship between the Facebook user who shared the 
information and the recipient itself. In other words, solid ties or relationships can be a 
factor that affects the credibility of news.

Meanwhile, Turcotte et al. (2015) found that social media recommendations can 
affect media trust level, especially when close friends or family share the story on their 
social media, depending on opinion leadership. According to the study results, a user who 
has a higher level of opinion leadership tends can persuade others to trust the news posted/
shared more compared to one who has a lower level of an opinion leadership. Sachitra  
and Poornima (2020), who examined the relationship between buying behaviour and 
celebrity expertise, revealed that purchasing behaviour is influenced by a celebrity’s 
trustworthiness, expertise, and attractiveness, even though the influence may not be 
strong. Thus, the authors contended that  source is one of the dimensions to measure  
news credibility.

According to Idid (2020), in a survey on Malaysia’s trust of institutions, the highest 
ranking was given to their parents (91%), siblings (90%), relatives (83%) while the lowest 
ranking was given to political parties (54%). Thus, Malaysians trust people who are close 
to them such as family institutions because they provide meaning and personal stability. 
In other words, fake news has significantly affected the reputation of media organisations 
and credibility of news media. In this regard, Kusumasondjaja et al. (2012) suggested that 
the presence of a trusted source can help develop trust for online content. Similarly, Sousa 
and Bates (2021) concurred that users tend to gauge the credibility of online news based 
on the author of the post.

Five factors from two dimensions of medium credibility and message credibility 
were identified as crucial instruments (Li & Suh, 2015) in the credibility perception of 
social media content. After developing a research model that explained information 
credibility on Facebook pages, the proposed model was tested and validated. Hence, the 
main determinants of information credibility found were argument strength from the 
message credibility dimension as well as interactivity and medium dependency from the 
medium credibility dimension. However, medium dependency and information quality did 
not present any moderating effect on information credibility.
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METHODOLOGY

This research employed a quantitative research design and online surveys were administered 
to examine media credibility among undergraduate students from seven different faculties 
at Universiti Teknologi MARA’s (UiTM), Negeri Sembilan branch campuses. The survey 
was adopted from Elhadidi (2019), Hu (2015), Li and Suh (2015), Calvo-Porral et al., (2014), 
as well as McGrath and Gaziano (1986). The online Google survey form was distributed 
via WhatsApp. The survey in English was divided into three parts which assessed perceived 
Facebook credibility, as well as Facebook credibility factors and credibility dimensions, 
based on the conceptual framework of independent, dependent and controlled variables.

Using simple random sampling, the researchers selected participants at random 
because the participation is not subject to any criteria such as personal preference or  
specific means. A sample of 134 students, who are Facebook users, were selected from 
three UiTM campuses: Kuala Pilah, Seremban, and Rembau.

The survey used the 5-point Likert scale with responses ranging from “strongly 
disagree” to “strongly agree”. The data was subjected to Exploratory Factor Analysis 
(EFA) which was conducted using SPSS version 24 to determine the number of constructs 
or factors related to Facebook credibility, item quality, items loading factors and construct 
validity .

FINDINGS

Cronbach’s alpha test is used to measure the reliability (internal consistency) of a set of 
scale or test items, based on the correlation between variables. Cronbach’s alpha coefficient 
ranges in value from 0.00 to 1.00. As the value of Cronbach’s alpha for this study was above 
0.9, the internal consistency is regarded as excellent, except for one factor which generated 
a value of .888, which is considered good. Table 1 shows the reliability test results for 
perceived Facebook credibility, Facebook credibility factors and credibility dimensions.

Table 1. Reliability analysis for perceived Facebook credibility, Facebook credibility factors 
and credibility dimensions

Variables Cronbach’s Alpha No. of items

Perceived Facebook credibility .934 5

Facebook credibility factors;
– Interactive media
– Technology acceptance
– Quality of news source
– The exposure of the media

.888

.921

.919

.902

5
5
5
5

Credibility dimensions:
– Source credibility
– Medium credibility
– Message credibility

.944

.960

.957

12
12
12

For the results of descriptive statistics for perceived Facebook credibility (Table 
2), the average mean score derived for all factors is 2.13. The highest mean score for the 
level of perceived Facebook credibility is for item 12 (I am proud to tell people I am on 
Facebook) (M=2.40). The result demonstrates that students from UiTM perceive Facebook 
favourably as they are proud to tell others that they are on Facebook.
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Table 2. Descriptive statistics of perceived Facebook credibility (n=134)

Perceived Facebook Credibility Mean Std. Deviation

12: I am proud to tell people I am on Facebook
15: I feel I am part of the Facebook community
11: Facebook is part of my everyday activity
13: Facebook has become part of my daily routine
14: I feel out of touch when I have not logged onto Facebook for a while

2.40
2.16
2.12
2.06
1.89

1.24
1.15
1.33
1.32
1.10

Overall 2.13 1.23

Next, exploratory factor analysis (EFA) was conducted to determine the number of 
factors needed to represent this study best and to examine construct validity. Factors were 
extracted using the principal component method and rotated by varimax rotation. For this 
study, a few criteria were considered when extracting the factors: item loadings (loadings 
with values of less than 0.40 and loaded on multiple factors were eliminated during the 
EFA process), eigenvalue and variance percentage. Table 3 presents the factor loadings  
for Facebook credibility factors.

Table 3. Factor loadings for Facebook credibility factors following the principal component 
method

Facebook Credibility Factors
Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin Measure of Sampling Adequacy 
= .905
Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity = .000

Factor 1:
Quality of 

News Source

Factor 2:
Technology 
Acceptance

Factor 3:
Interactive 

Media

17: I always communicate with other users (comment, 
give a ‘like’, repost message).

18: I could always get many responses to my posts.
19: Other users replied to my posts very quickly.
21: Facebook could help me participate in related 

activities.
22: Facebook could help me get ideas about how to 

approach others.
23: Facebook could help me deepen my own 

understanding of the event.
24: Facebook could help me figure out what is 

happening.
25: Facebook could help me experience enjoyable 

content.
26: Facebook is trustworthy and reliable.
29: Facebook content conveys an accurate picture of 

issues and events.
30: The content of Facebook is usually accurate.
31: Facebook provided unbiased, balanced coverage 

of the information.
32: Facebook provided details about how the news 

was constructed.
34: Facebook provided reliable, trustworthiness and 

accurate information.
35: Facebook removes information from opinion.

.805

.799

.817

.839

.776

.829

.669

.752

.808

.851

.813

.768

.769

.914

.860

Eigenvalue 8.318 1.785 1.455

Percentage of Variance Explained (%) 55.456 11.898 9.67
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From the EFA analysis of 20 items for Facebook credibility, three factors were 
identified. Five items (16: I think communicating with other users was very easy, 20: 
Facebook could help me initiate discussion with others about the content, 27: Facebook 
content always provided the latest news and events, 28: Facebook is transparent and 
includes all opinions in addressing issues and events, and 33: Facebook had enough 
editorial freedom to share information) were deleted due to cross-loading. A total of three 
factors were extracted and rotated, and the cumulative variance explained was 77.05%. 
The balance of items after running the EFA was 15, which was used for the survey. 

Initially, there were four factors for Facebook credibility (interactive media, 
technology acceptance, quality of news source, the exposure of media). However, EFA 
only concluded three factors and Table 4 shows the new reliability analysis after EFA was 
performed. Findings show that the value of Cronbach’s Alpha for these factors were no 
different from before. Two of the three factors generated a score of above 0.9 and are 
considered excellent while another factor with a value of .893, is considered good.

Table 4. Reliability analysis for Facebook credibility factors 

Variables Cronbach’s Alpha No. of items

Facebook Credibility Factors;
– Interactive Media
– Technology Acceptance
– Quality of News Source

.893

.921

.938

3
5
7

Based on Table 5, the average mean score achieved for all factors is 2.76. The highest 
mean for Facebook credibility factors is technology acceptance (M=3.04). This suggests 
that technology acceptance is why people tend to believe Facebook is credible.

Table 5. Descriptive statistics for Facebook credibility factors (n=134)

Factors Mean Std. Deviation

Technology Acceptance
Quality of News Source
Interactive Media

3.04
2.74
2.51

1.13
0.95
1.19

Overall 2.76 1.09

Table 6 shows that the mean score derived for this variable is 3.28. The highest  
mean score for Facebook credibility dimensions is Source Credibility: Is up-to-date 
(M=3.36). This indicates that UiTM students believe that the sources in Facebook are  
up-to-date.

Table 6. Descriptive statistics for Facebook credibility dimensions (n=134)

Dimensions Mean Std. Deviation

Source Credibility: Is up-to-date
Message Credibility: Is up-to-date
Medium Credibility: Is up-to-date

3.36
3.25
3.23

1.06
0.92
0.96

Overall 3.28 0.98
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CONCLUSION

In conclusion, EFA identified 20 items that measured three factors of Facebook credibility. 
These three factors were extracted and rotated, and the cumulative variance explained was 
77.05%. The findings demonstrate that technology acceptance, quality of news sources and 
interactive media are factors that contribute to Facebook credibility. Five items were deleted 
due to the low eigenvalue values and cross-loadings. The remainder 15 items were then used 
for the survey. The factor with the highest mean score is technology acceptance (M=3.04). 
Three dimensions: source credibility, medium credibility and message credibility from this 
study cannot be rotated because only one component was extracted as the same 12-items 
were used to measured the variables. This is because the same items (trustworthy, current, 
bias, fair, complete, objective, honest, up-to-date, believable, balanced, accurate, timely) 
were used in the three dimensions of Facebook (source credibility, medium credibility, 
message credibility). These findings add to the existing literature on factors for Facebook 
credibility as well as raise many questions in need of further investigation. It is recommended 
that the findings of the current study be extended and validated by expanding the area of 
sample population. Instead of focusing on Facebook alone, future research could also be 
conducted on other social media platforms. Additionally, comparison of news credibility 
between social media platforms could be an interesting topic for future research.

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 rapid changes in the journalistic profession can be attributed to the ever-evolving development 
of the Internet. This had led to a significant transformation of the journalism landscape in recent 
decades. Today, user-generated content and social media platforms highlight the new wave of digital 
journalism trend which is salient in news organisations, be it online news portals or TV stations. 
This qualitative study focuses on the challenges faced by journalists in adapting to the transforming 
journalism culture of Twitter usage in news reporting. To gain insights on the focus of this study, ten (10) 
local news journalists at Media Prima Berhad (MPB) with official Twitter accounts were interviewed. 
Data analysis was conducted simultaneously with data collection, and NVivo 10 was used in the 
coding process. Thematic analysis was employed to analyse the data. Findings reveal five significant 
themes: i) technological generation gap, ii) conflicting competitive pressures, iii) fact-checking for 
reliability, iv) readiness of media management, and (v) netizens’ engagement and expectations. The 
significance of adapting to the transforming journalism culture of Twitter usage in news reporting 
has been associated with a complex, dynamic and evolutionary process of how journalists cope 
with the changing technology. Likewise, adapting to the emerging digital sphere in journalistic 
practices is deemed necessary for journalists and more importantly, the journalism industry. With 
emerging platforms due to the online boom and social media, journalists must embrace technology 
as an enabler for their professional survival and the industry. Thus, to face these critical challenges, 
journalists need technical skills to perform their duties, primarily search engine optimisation, content 
creation, and dissemination in the digital world.

Keywords: Digital journalism, journalism culture, adaptability, news reporting, Twitter
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INTRODUCTION

In recent years, the rapid development of the Internet has significantly transformed 
the journalistic profession, so much so, journalism is very much different today than a 
few decades ago. Today, user-generated content and social media platforms are gaining 
popularity, which has changed the traditional practice of obtaining information from 
official sources. According to Mustaffa et al. (2017), it is essential for media organisations to 
keep abreast of the fourth industrial revolution technologies and change their conventional 
journalists to multimedia journalists (MJ). 

Sharing of breaking news and real-time information, specifically on Twitter and 
other social media, currently plays an essential role in daily news production and journalism 
practice (Barnard, 2016). At present, journalists use social media to efficiently search for 
breaking news events, which implies the indirect evolution of their roles (Haron, 2021). 
Hence, it is no longer uncommon when journalists prioritise online platforms, update 
news, and publish visuals in the nick of time as well as employ other interactive skills 
that distinguishes one journalist’s performance over another. All this require a whole new 
level of journalism skills. In short, new media has transformed how journalists and other 
communication practitioners do their daily work (Ahmad, 2022). 

Twitter, in particular, has brought a unique closeness between journalists and 
their audiences through real-time tweets (Young, 2017).  It has now become a window 
to the world in sharing the latest events from all over the globe, as news often breaks 
first on Twitter (Canter & Brookes, 2016). The number of followers and tweets is a part 
of a journalist’s role and responsibilities today. In turn, this engagement goes further by 
responding, retweeting, or soliciting news tips.

According to a Malaysian Communications and Multimedia Commission’s 
(MCMC) 2019 report, about 28.7 million Malaysians spent time online in 2018. This 
number accounted for 87.4% of the Malaysian population. In 2018 alone, 23 million 
Facebook accounts and 2.2 million Twitter accounts were created in Malaysia. The statistics 
rank Malaysia an overall tenth in Asia among the countries with the highest Facebook 
users (Internet World Stats, 2019). Cognisant of this development and the impact of the 
ubiquitous Internet, media organisations are adapting their conventional ways of how 
news is produced, distributed, and accessed to digital journalism (Hamzah & Esa, 2020). 

To survive and remain viable during this challenging time, many news organisations 
have realised the necessity to upskill their workforce to adopt new roles instituted by 
technological changes (Kosterich & Weber, 2019). It is, therefore, imperative that these 
news organisations plan and conduct systematic training for their employees. The 
consolidation process, multi-skilling, and the integration of digital network technologies, 
pose the biggest challenge for players within the present journalism landscape — since 
modern media technologies rival present-day journalists (Deuze & Witschge, 2016). This 
is the approach many news organisations in Malaysia have taken. Media Prima Berhad 
(MPB) for instance, started sending its journalists to short training courses in digital news 
with Google Malaysia. Armed with training, the journalists are now ready and prepared 
to multitask, depending on the current needs and demands.

A lot of research has been conducted across the world to investigate the influence of 
Twitter on news perception and roles of journalists in the digital era, more so after major 
news channels such as CNN, Al Jazeera, BBC, and Sky News created their own Twitter 
accounts in 2007 (Bro et al., 2016; Hanusch, 2019; Heravi & Harrower, 2016). However, 
limited studies have focused on uncovering the challenges faced by journalists in adapting 
to the emergence of ambient journalism of using Twitter in news reporting among news 
organisations in Malaysia. 
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Considering MPB is the biggest terrestrial broadcaster and owner, leading various 
media spheres, from print to online newspaper, four television channels and radio, the 
changing journalism culture of news reporting due to technological advancement mirrors 
those experienced by the global media. It has become a critical component of the daily 
routines involving the news-gathering and news presentation process. This necessitates the 
need to study MPB, Malaysia's most prominent media conglomerate for all four free-to-
air television channels. MPB controls almost 90% of the nation's free-to-air advertising. 
The company also owns three major newspapers — English-language New Straits Times 
as well as Malay-language Berita Harian, and Harian Metro. This research focuses on the 
utilisation of Twitter as a tool to disseminate news among MJs at the News & Current 
Affairs (NCA) Division of TV Networks MPB. Therefore, this study centres upon the 
primary objective of uncovering the journalist’s challenges in adapting to the emergence of 
ambient journalism which uses Twitter in news reporting. It is deemed vital to analyse the 
struggles confronting journalists in adapting to the changes of technology that is affecting 
the nature of a journalist’s role and responsibilities.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Various research have been conducted overseas to understand the challenges faced in 
adapting to the changing role of journalists in the digital era (e.g., Kosterich & Weber, 
2019; Srisaracam, 2016; Swart et al., 2017). In Malaysia however, there has been limited 
research focusing on challenges in adapting the emergence of ambient journalism that uses 
Twitter in news reporting. In the work done by Mustaffa et al.(2017), the study focused 
on the impact of the developing communication technologies on newspapers to evolve 
and adapt in the new digital media environment. The authors argued that the evolvement 
radically impacted the journalism profession in Malaysia, particularly on how news is 
being produced and the challenges faced. This development forced the newspaper industry 
to shift to fully digitised news content as it is the new frontier for 21st-century journalism. 
Similar research conducted by Wok and Mohamed (2017) focused on the development, 
challenges and the potential evolution of media communication via the Internet and  
social media.

According to Esa (2020), the workflow for the new roles of MJs in Malaysia reveal 
the existence of a gap and level of acceptance between senior and junior journalists in 
performing their responsibilities as journalists via Twitter. This opinion is corroborated by 
Wu (2019) who found that the age gap between senior (45 to 55), middle-aged (35 to 44), 
and junior (24 to 34) journalists is perceived as a significant barrier in adapting to the use 
of technology in MJs’ everyday reporting. 

As Golding et al. (2017) explained in their qualitative research, due to the advent 
of novel technology, many information sources are now easily accessible. This can be 
challenging for journalists to adapt to the new changing landscape of news reporting. 
Further, Kröll (2015) reported that the present age is an “era of active citizens” where 
they are likely to indulge in stories presented on social media and share them. The current 
generation does not believe in reading the complete newspaper either. Instead, they refer 
to the posts and liked posts of their friends and the trending news. 

Scholars studying the adaptation of the changing landscape in reporting emphasise  
that new technologies have changed the practices of journalism. For instance, Wu (2019) 
highlighted that the connections constructed between journalists and audiences, during 
and after the reporting processes, will benefit the journalists in the long run. In this regard, 
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netizens love to be occupied and involved when journalists share a breaking narrative on 
Twitter and reply to the comments and feedback sent by their followers. 

METHODS

This research employed a qualitative method of in-depth interviews to collect data. The 
sample was selected through the purposive sampling of specific informants who would 
be able to provide the researchers with specific information required for this research 
(Creswell & Poth, 2018). MPB employs a total of 40 MJs at its broadcasting stations. 
However, the final number of informants was 10 which was determined through the 
progression of interviews, the reading of data gathered and the progress of data analysis, 
until the point of saturation was met. The sampling search was terminated once new data 
reflected redundancy or no new information or theme emerged (Hennink et al., 2019). The 
informants were chosen based on these criteria: i) senior MJs with working experience 
above 10 years, ii) junior MJs with working experience below 10 years, iii) MJs with an 
official Twitter account. By looking at these two groups, the researchers hope to analyse 
and understand if  there are any differences in adapting to the challenges of using Twitter 
in news reporting.

The in-depth interviews took approximately six months to complete. Each interview 
was conducted in an informal yet structured session, providing insightful information and 
experiences from the respective informants. Each interview session which took an average 
of one hour was recorded and transcribed verbatim. 

Data analysis was conducted simultaneously with data collection. The Nvivo10 
software was used in the coding process and thematic analysis was employed to analyse 
the data. After compiling the data, the findings were deliberated to derive the objectives’ 
outcome. 

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

The analysis to establish the findings was undertaken after the data collection stage  
was completed.  Each of the informants had a unique view and experience of utilising 
Twitter to perform their tasks in different desks at NCA MPB. Table 1 presents  a brief  
background of all the study informants. 

Table 1. List of informants 

Name Code Job Position Years of 
Service Brief Background

Senior 
Multimedia 
Journalist 1

SMJ 1 National & 
Politics MJ

14 Started working at Media Prima after 
finishing his internship. He is a trusted 
journalist when covering important 
assignments.

Senior 
Multimedia 
Journalist 2

SMJ 2 National & 
Politics MJ

12 She handles the Aduan Rakyat segment, 
which receives a lot of views from 
people.

Senior 
Multimedia 
Journalist 3 

SMJ 3 National & 
Politics MJ

11 Started as a foreign desk journalist. 
Moved to the National & Politics Desk 
a year ago. 
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Name Code Job Position Years of 
Service Brief Background

Senior 
Multimedia 
Journalist 4

SMJ 4 Sports MJ 10 Has his own segment in Sports News. 
Former Bernama TV journalist for six 
years.

Senior 
Multimedia 
Journalist 5

SMJ 5 Kedah
Respondent

12 A former journalist at Bernama TV and 
has been working with TV3 from 2012 
till present.

Senior 
Multimedia 
Journalist 6

SMJ 6 National & 
Politics MJ

16 Has been working as a journalist for 
15 years. She is experienced in covering 
parliament and crisis news.

Junior 
Multimedia 
Journalist 7

JMJ 7 Digital MJ 3 Internet savvy. Loves travel and video 
editing. A news reader and online 
journalist.

Junior 
Multimedia 
Journalist 8

JMJ 8 National & 
Politics MJ

4 A science and politics graduate. 
Internet savvy, loves cooking and 
dancing.

Junior 
Multimedia 
Journalist 9

JMJ 9 Crime |MJ 5 An active participant on social media 
and responsive social network user.

Junior 
Multimedia 
Journalist 10

JMJ 10 Economy MJ 5 Has a good number of followers on 
social media.

For the purposes of anonymity, the informants were addressed as Senior MJ 1 to 
6 and Junior MJ 7 to 10 (Refer Table 1). Statements from each informant was deemed 
critical for current developments.

Journalists’ challenges in adapting to ambient journalism that uses 
Twitter in news reporting
Twitter has evolved to become one of the most popular microblogging platforms and 
an essential part of the media system where users receive news and information from all 
around the world (Heravi & Harrower, 2016). It broadens the information reach of the 
public, discovers sources and eyewitnesses, and monitors social media for current news 
(Canter & Brookes, 2016). In the case of MPB, the NCA Division’s initial utilisation 
of Twitter as a platform was initiated in August 2018. The mission then was focused on 
enhancing the station’s presence in social media, apart from engaging with its loyal viewers. 
Hence, the need to integrate news coverage into the social media platform, especially 
Twitter to ascertain its news maintained MPB’s relevance, creativity, and modification as a 
renowned media player in Malaysia. Newsrooms can use Twitter in diverse ways, including 
obtaining different perspectives on exciting events for reporting purposes. The need to 
study the challenges faced by MJs in adapting to ambient journalism using Twitter in  
news reporting is bolstered further by the fact that MPB was the pioneer in using Twitter 
for news reporting (Esa, 2020).  

Table 1. (con’t)
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Based on the thematic analysis employed to analyse the data, findings revealed five 
significant themes as follows.
(i) Technological generation gap
(ii) Conflicting competitive pressures
(iii) Fast-checking for reliability
(iv) Readiness of media management
(v) Netizen’s engagement and expectations

Technological generation gap
Digital technology is no longer deemed a novelty since its introduction some years back. Bro 
et al. (2016) posited that an individual journalist’s power and creativity could be enhanced 
through reskilling and multiskilling in journalism, which affords them additional choices 
in their decision-making for everyday tasks. Simultaneously, reskilling and multiskilling are 
also considered tactics to increase production in newsrooms, as seen from the perspective 
of media companies (Esa, 2020).   

To meet the urgent requirement of faster news dissemination, a new workflow 
was introduced by MPB, which required journalists on location to tweet their updates. 
This workflow stands up to the challenge of producing faster, more diverse, and more 
headlines on the various platforms of social media. However, the interview findings reveal 
that a technology acceptance gap exists between senior and junior MJs in adapting to the 
transforming journalism culture of Twitter usage in news reporting.

Changing routines appeared to be a strong theme expressed by senior MJs in 
the in-depth interviews. They lamented that they prefer to sit in their comfort zone and  
disregard the support and instruction of the management to tweet updates at least once  
a day. This sentiment is reflected in the excerpts below:

“Is hard to receive an update from senior journalists. We have to remind them 
always. Majority ‘copy & paste’ their story and send it to the online desk. They 
didn't try to create a ‘thread’ at their own Twitter. But some of them are good 
with it. Try to learn and keep up with technology”. (JMJ 7, 2019)

“Changing the same routine that you used to for more than ten years is 
challenging (laughs) that’s the main thing for sure. I rarely tweet every day. 
It's hard to make it a habit.”   (SMJ 6, 2020) 

 The findings demonstrate the existing gap between traditional journalism and the 
low acceptance or slow shift towards digital skills among the seniors. In the newsroom’s 
changing nature of work, journalists must perform multiple roles with new digital analytic 
skills to be effective (Nygren, 2014). These skills are becoming even more critical.  

On the other hand, junior MJs are already familiar with social media platforms 
such as Twitter, Facebook, and Instagram. They have been exposed to social media in their 
daily lives even before they started working as a journalist. The following excerpts explain 
the gap that exists in the technology utilisation among different groups of journalists based 
on age differences. 

“I’m familiar with Twitter since high school. So, I have no problem with it… 
(laughs), being in social media is my thing. Easy peasy...(laughs). But now as 
reporter I have to be careful with what I'm tweeting.” (JMJ 10, 2019)
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“I often tweet, always ready for it to blast updates on digital platform. No 
problem.” (JMJ 9, 2019)

García-Avilés et al. (2018) mentioned that journalists need to accept the need to 
adopt digital technology for their daily work. A positive mind to change behaviour for 
a better and more efficient work style is crucial. According to Deuze & Witschge (2016), 
editors are no longer the journalists’ work gatekeepers as the responsibility has been 
transferred to the journalist themselves. They need to check the authenticity and originality, 
avoid rumours, and help audiences to better understand news.

Conflicting competitive pressures
In the current news sphere, the journalist’s professional attitude is very much influenced 
by the current needs of social media and its users. The pressure of having to multitask is 
severely felt in the changing ways of technology usage and role expectations of the news 
organisation.  In the context of MJs, they no longer need to wait for their news to be 
broadcasted later in the day as they can deliver it in real time (Laor & Galily, 2020). In 
contrast to traditional media, updating current or immediate news is an attribute made 
possible by social media. It is the second biggest challenge in adapting to new media 
platforms as journalists are required to post news immediately.  This means information 
will be disseminated from the assignment location immediately and no longer require an 
editor to edit and view the news content later the same day. This is cited in the excerpts 
below:

“Current scenario that media industry is facing right now changes journalists’ 
roles. We must do two triple tasks. Not just Media Prima but also other 
organizations. The pressure is there. But I don't have much time to tweet 
on location immediately because sometimes the assignment requires me 
to get extra content or chase people for interviewing. But I Tweet on the 
way back to the office, but I never forget to tweet. At least once a day.”                                                                                     
 (SMJ 6, 2020)

“Yeah, it’s hard. But don't worry, I get used to it… (laughs). It’s part of the 
job now. It's changing now. We must follow the trend. It’s time to reskill.”               
 (SMJ 5, 2020)

Competitive pressure from other media companies also fuels the need to quickly 
update since all news stations want to post a breaking news first (Bettels-schwabbauer et 
al., 2018). Some senior MJs find it difficult to divide the task, and they only tweet after 
the news is published on air. They are too busy on location and rushing to an interview 
or getting additional information to add value to the news. As a result, senior MJs are 
confronted with the difficulties of dividing and juggling their task, and they only tweet 
after the news is published on air.

Fact-checking for reliability
Fact-checking for reliability emerged as another important theme in highlighting the 
challenges MJs face in adapting to the transforming journalism culture of Twitter usage 
in news reporting. In today’s media-dominated society, credible journalists need to deliver 
verified news. Fighting fake news has become one of the journalist’s responsibilities to 
avoid misinformation shared across the digital sphere. To be a credible journalist, they 
need to fact-check and cross-check sources before tweeting or even before writing a story. 
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However, new social media allows journalists to respond immediately. Instant replies 
with followers are essential  in the current social media era (Oelrichs, 2020). Nevertheless, 
due to the immediate response from followers, journalists need to be careful before rushing 
to answer or not checking facts before posting the answer. The following responses from 
MJs describe their experience in sending the wrong tweet or posting the wrong information 
due to time constraints faced when conducting interviews on location: 

“Oh God. It has already happened to me. My postings on Twitter created a 
misunderstanding... I delete it, but still, I have to apologize for that mess.” 
 (SMJ 2, 2020)

“Yes. I realized I tweet wrong information after I received a lot of comments 
from that post. I apologized for that matter. Phew… luckily it's not an 
important assignment like announcement from PM or any ministers.”                                           
 (JMJ 10, 2019)

Urgency is an essential concept in the journalist’s work culture as it creates the need 
to share information with the public as soon as possible after events occur, which rightly 
makes it “news” (Bengtsson & Johansson, 2021). This basic principle is seen as a challenge 
because their work requires quick decision-making and meeting deadlines. However, the 
MJs realize that they must be careful and responsible for any updates they post on Twitter. 
For them, it is essential to avoid misunderstandings among the public, especially if  it 
involves policies or government announcements.

Readiness of media management
In the context of this research, to encourage journalists to become active on Twitter or 
other similar social media platforms, a news organisation must contribute productively 
in maintaining and improving its reputation in the new media world. MPB has made 
substantial efforts to adopt the changes of media and technology in sharing news with 
their audiences. Management strategies and contributions help employees to adapt to the 
ever-changing  journalism landscape as journalists are equipped with multimedia initiative 
training and mobile toolkits such as tripod, lighting, and Wi-Fi to do online live coverage 
on their own (Hisham, 2019).

The use of digital cameras and the Internet has grown in importance as new 
technical skills and still reflect a union of jobs in the newsroom, particularly in photography 
(Srisaracam, 2016).  One vital aspect that emerged from the findings is that future online 
journalists should understand the numerous elements of journalism and technology, instead 
of being experts in one or two tasks only. Based on the interviews, the findings reveal that 
some MJs are provided with multimedia initiative training by MPB as cited below:

“I attended two training last year. Google News Initiative and another 
one is Google Earth. Its good. I learn tips and tricks using Google search 
engine. Of course, it will reduce time to searching information on Internet.”                                   
 (SMJ 3, 2019)

“Management should send all journalists for training if they want us to improve 
our contribution with social media. But I never attend any. They don’t list me 
for any courses.” (SMJ 6, 2020)
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However, the findings also highlight a problem stated by some of the MJs. Not all 
MJs are provided with proper training. According to them, only a few lucky journalists are 
sent for training, as cited in the following excerpts:

“When the company decide to change our title from Broadcast Journalist to 
Multimedia Journalist, no training was provided to me. To be honest I didn’t 
know my job scope as MJ, all I know they created Twitter account for us and 
want us to update from location.” (SMJ 5, 2020)

“I heard some of my friends were sent to training but till now I didn’t get any. 
This is frustrating. I only use social media based on what I know and of course 
if you go training with Google or Twitter you can learn more tricks and tips.” 
 (SMJ 4, 2019) 

Interestingly, some junior MJs stated that they do not need social media training  
as their lives are already immersed in digital technology. Further, they are familiar 
with social media even before entering the workforce. They possess a decent number of  
followers on Twitter, even before working with MPB and they have been using Twitter as  
a system administration apparatus to interface with their companions and followers.  
Further, they consider web-based life as an advertising device to advance their work as 
referred to below:

“Never attend any but I’m ok with that. I have Twitter account since high 
school. So I have no problem to handle it.” (JMJ 9, 2019)

“I’m good with Twitter. My followers around 1,000 before I started work 
here then increased to 8,000. So, it's a good platform to share with them what 
assignment I'm covered today. If the training is something new about social 
media, then I like to attend. Maybe I can learn something.” (JMJ 7, 2020)

In their work on the journalistic use of social media, Pradhan & Kumari (2018) 
found that  journalists must explore social media use, which will help them gather stories. 
In this regard, Twitter has developed as a news stage, which is helpful for the masses. It has 
a significant feature — the hashtag (#), which encourages columnists to discover what is 
being discussed by individuals on a specific theme. 

Twitter also shows the everyday pattern of news being discussed everywhere 
throughout the world, which helps the writers in dynamic stories to be secure. Therefore, 
as the news media industry needs to evolve with current technology, both senior and junior 
MJs agreed that ongoing training is necessary to make sure they are equipped with the 
latest skills. 

“Ongoing training is important, I think we lack training. We just doing our job 
as journalist then learn to handle Twitter by ourself.” (SMJ 1, 2019)

“Ya, training is important if management want us to add up new task to our 
main job.” (JMJ 8, 2019)

The findings indicate that MJs at MPB are aware of the need to improve their skills, 
understanding, and knowledge in dealing with social media, especially Twitter, as the new 
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medium to disseminate news. In short, every media company needs journalists who are 
well-versed in finding relevant information to generate valuable stories.

Thus, senior and junior MJs expect ongoing training to gain varied skills and 
experience in utilising social media, editing simple footage, excelling in good news writing, 
and drafting winning headlines. It is also equally essential for MJs to obtain followers for 
their Twitter accounts, which again require many skills relevant for social media platforms.

Netizen’s engagement and expectations
Journalists can make the most of Twitter by drawing in the masses as followers. News 
regularly breaks first on Twitter, and everybody from national news sources to columnists 
on the ground frequently use Twitter to update stories (Jordaan, 2013). 

Comments and feedback posted by followers on online news and social media sites 
have become an essential feature in journalists’ work today (Oelrichs, 2020), including 
personal criticism, profanity, insults, or name-calling. Seeing a negative tweet/comment, 
especially an unwarranted one, can be frustrating to journalists. 

Thus, comments from netizens pose another significant challenge that eventually 
creates a setback for MJs to use social media. Some of them have found it difficult to deal 
with netizens, especially when they are criticised for grammatical mistakes, wrong facts,  
or the content of the tweets. In such instances, a MJ must be mindful of the language and 
facts they are presenting in real time. It is pertinent for MJs to be tactful and at the same 
time, master the technology efficiently.  However, sometimes overly critical comments made 
by netizens and keyboard warriors often affect the journalists’ confidence, capabilities and 
self-esteem. The expressions of frustration can be seen in the following excerpts: 

“When I received harsh comment from netizen, it will affect my mood. 
Especially when they provoke you. Dealing with it, I decide to ignore them and 
just do my work” (SMJ 4, 2019) 

“Ah, hard to say but I don’t like to receive harsh comment. It happened several 
times to me. and I didn’t tweet for a week. No mood.” (JMJ 8, 2019)

It is apparent that MJs sometimes receive negative comments for stories published 
on Twitter. As a result, some journalists fear trolling and the negativity they receive online, 
but they ignore the negative comments. Instead, they must look for constructive criticism 
from the comments and take all responses as a precious source of inspiration and assistance. 
These comments can help identify the route they are using and can be used as guide to help 
them upgrade their skills and creativity in curating and presenting news.

CONCLUSION 

Overall, the MJs at MPB view Twitter as an additional source and contribution of their 
work. However, it has not been easy for some senior MJs to adapt to this changing  
landscape fast enough. The findings reveal the many challenges faced by MPB’s MJs as 
they attempt to adapt to the changing landscape of news reporting. For one, the skill gap  
and level of acceptance among senior and junior MJs at MPB in utilising Twitter to  
perform their roles and responsibilities as journalists. Junior MJs tweet more frequently 
because it has been part and parcel of their daily lives to tweet as a form of communication 
before entering the workforce. Whereas senior MJs encounter minor issues following 
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management directives to tweet updates, while some are not considered active Twitter 
users who utilise the platform. 

Moreover, some of senior MJs are unwilling and unable to change in line  
with technological advancements. They are not ready to deal with netizens’ comments 
and face competitive pressures in updating news on Twitter in real time. Nevertheless, 
in the era of digital technology, journalists need to change and adapt to digital media. 
This is necessary in comprehending the new public and their newly adopted behaviour 
as contributors as well as the viewers’ willingness to collaborate with journalists. MJs 
themselves are likely to perceive that technological innovations result in the need for speed 
and timelines (Wu, 2019).

Lastly, support from management is another important element that will help 
MJs in adapting to their changing roles. MJs need technical skills to perform their duties, 
primarily search engine optimisation, content creation, and dissemination in the digital 
world. Therefore, media management should provide ongoing training to all journalists to 
expand their knowledge, develop new skills, and to be trained on the effective use of social 
media. To meet the ever-evolving demands in news production and to sustain itself  as a 
renowned media organisation, the MPB newsroom management must invest in changing 
their business model. In other words, the “magic” of a multimedia journalist cannot take 
place without proper training, equipment, and tools (Cummings, 2020).

Undoubtedly, the news industry appears to be moving away with increasing 
enthusiasm from the conventional mode of journalism towards the digital realm. The next 
generation of journalists will be able to leverage social media to report news, as well as 
market and distribute news seamlessly. The study offers a number of recommendations 
for future research. For instance, future studies could fruitfully explore this issue further 
by examining the perspective of other journalists from different mainstream media in 
Malaysia. Future studies could also investigate how journalists can improve and upgrade 
their working styles and atmosphere to keep up with transforming journalism culture. 
This research may be carried out with a quantitative methodology to obtain a different 
perspective regarding this issue.

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

Gamification is a concept of using game features and elements utilised in many fields for engaging 
users and participants. The COVID-19 pandemic has impacted the education field substantially, 
especially on the educational mode used in classrooms, when the Malaysian Ministry of Education 
implemented a new policy to replace traditional classrooms with online or virtual classrooms. Studying 
virtually for a long period can impact students’ motivation and some of them may feel discouraged to 
continue their studies. In addition, the situation becomes worse if the virtual classroom environment is 
not appealing to their interest. Therefore, this research investigates the engagement of students during 
virtual classes while applying gamification applications. The experimental study investigated the 
effectiveness of gamification application throughout the virtual learning process. The results indicate 
that students in the experimental group were engaged more than the control group students with 
statistically significant differences between the two groups. Thus, the study recommends gamification 
applications in online classrooms to better engage with students. The Ministry of Education can also 
consider utilising virtual classroom practices while adapting and using gamification concepts in online 
classrooms.

Keywords: COVID-19, education, gamification, online learning, QuizWhizzer
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INTRODUCTION

COVID-19 (coronavirus disease) which originated from Wuhan, China and spread to the 
entire world was declared a global pandemic by the World Health Organisation (WHO) in 
2020. This pandemic forced many countries to go into lockdowns to minimise the spread of 
the virus in its communities (Rai et al., 2022). In Malaysia, the former Prime Minister, Tan 
Sri Muhyiddin Yassin declared a movement control order (MCO) as a mitigation measure 
to contain the spread of COVID-19 and to prevent overburdening the country’s healthcare 
system. MCO has had a severe impact on many local and international businesses as well 
as livelihoods due to the suspension of business and industrial operations (Rechard, 2021). 
The education sector was equally affected by the pandemic (Kang, 2021).  The implications 
have been substantial, especially the educational mode used in classrooms, when the Ministry 
of Education was compelled to implement a new policy whereby traditional classrooms 
were replaced with online or virtual classroom due to the enforcement of MCO. Starting in 
2020 till 2021, students attended classes and assessments via online. Unfortunately, online 
teaching and learning during the pandemic has resulted in some students not being able to 
cope accordingly, resulting in a lack of interest in their online classes (Eberle & Hobrecht, 
2021). This has also impacted their enthusiasm and motivation for their studies.

 Studying virtually for a long period of time can negatively affect students’ motivation 
and some of them may feel discouraged to continue their studies (Christensen, 2021). In 
addition, the situation is made worse if  the virtual classroom environment is not appealing 
to their interest as their concentration can be easily distracted and they become demotivated 
(Chiang & Vazquez, 2018). Thus, a well-supported learning environment with information 
technology is important to assist students to benefit from online classrooms. According 
to Saran (2018), the application of e-learning with gamification can create effectiveness 
and motivation in virtual learning. On the other hand, engaging students and getting 
them motivated in e-learning is one of the challenges that is encountered by educational 
institutions and educators. To obtain active student engagement and participation in 
virtual or e-learning, game-based methods can serve as a new learning technique. In regard 
to gaming applications in education, this individualised and innovative learning technique 
has been acknowledged as an effective way of learning (Wong et al., 2022). 

Game-based learning or gamification refers to the use of game design elements 
in the classroom to increase engagement and interaction. Gamification may be applied 
in different contexts including education. The concept of gamification has attracted the 
attention of researchers as they attempt to understand its application in education and all 
other spheres of life. A recent study by Hallifax et al. (2020) confirmed that gamification 
enhances learner’s engagement, participation and performances.

 
Research objectives
The research objectives are as follows:
•	 To	investigate	the	engagement	of	students	in	virtual	class	while	applying	gamification	
•	 To	compare	students’	engagement	and	participation	with	gamification	learning	and	

without gamification learning

LITERATURE REVIEW

The easy spread of COVID-19 through droplets of saliva or discharge from the nose when 
an infected person coughs or sneezes led to outbreaks in almost every country worldwide 
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(Tandon, 2022). As such, the only way to halt the virus transmission was to avoid contact 
with others, which meant barring social events and gatherings where people get together 
in large numbers.

Lockdowns such as Movement Control Order (MCO) in Malaysia were enforced 
to reduce community spread and to prevent the overburdening of the country’s healthcare 
system. Needless to say, this ruling or enforcement significantly impacted society’s  
norms and routines. The enforcement also placed a profound impact on all spheres of  
life such as the economy, social, and education of each country. 

COVID-19 affected all industries and aspects of life including economic, social, 
and cultural (Ali, 2022). The pandemic posed a huge challenge, for the education system, in 
particular (Daniel, 2020). It forced all educational institutions all over the world to change 
their approach to teaching and learning amidst lockdowns and other social distancing 
measures in place (Toquero, 2020). Academic institutions and teachers had to resort to 
new techniques to conduct classes remotely in the most effective way. They were required 
to come up with new ways to managing their tasks and roles while coping with the new 
norms during the pandemic (Denisov et al., 2021). Hence, numerous changes took place in 
the design of curricula, class assessment, teaching, and student engagement.

 In this respect, educators found their roles changing from teachers to classroom 
designers and instructors of online teaching (Pallavi et al., 2022). Unfortunately, most 
educators were not prepared for this new role in such short time as they were expected to 
teach virtually using technology and new teaching platforms. Many lacked the required 
skills or capability including the ability to troubleshoot and merge different technologies in 
the virtual environment (Kopish & Marques, 2020). They were also required to adapt fast 
and become an expert in technology. For students, Ashour et al. (2021) noted that students 
view online instruction positively for its convenience and autonomy, but this view is more 
prevalent amongst learners with proficient computer skills.

One of the biggest missions for educators today in this “online world” is to explore 
more about online education to make learning more significant. Educators need to prepare 
their students for this new mode of learning and ensure that the learning outcomes are 
similarly attainable as face-to-face learning. They also need to apprehend that a complete 
and integral educational interface is the most efficient way of supporting the interactions 
between students and educators, and that these interactions definitely influence engagement 
(Almusharraf & Bailey, 2021). A good strategy and planning of modules with strong 
learning outcomes will prepare learners to successfully participate and achieve in the 
21st-century global education (Sowers & Meyers, 2021). In view of the current norms of 
studies, it widely acknowledged that education has moved from normal face-to-face input 
to learning that focuses on strategic learning outcomes to promote student success. 

The educator’s role is important in online classes, specially in engaging students 
effectively during learning sessions. In turn, effective student engagement is vital for  
teaching and learning (Chong & Teng, 2018). There are many ways to support student 
immersion and engagement during online classes; one strategy is always acknowledging 
and interacting with students (Basbeth et al., 2021), as well as cooperation with teachers 
and classmates. Additionally, Bolliger and Martin (2018) highlighted that online student 
engagement is usually supported by a well-designed course and assessment. Well-designed 
coursework and assessment enables educators to promote interaction, social presence and 
create a clear and purposeful learning experience. In this way, educators play a significant 
role in ensuring class engagement.

There should be connectivity between an educator’s lessons and students in class. 
Effective online educators establish personal preferences and learner engagement (Rose 
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Sr., 2018). Research by Dumford and Miller (2019) revealed that students who enrol in  
online courses claim that they are less exposed to effective teaching practices due to low 
quality engagement and interaction. This reflects the important role an educator plays in 
engaging students through effective class activities.  While student engagement has received 
a lot of attention in the scholarly literature since the mid-1990s, the word “engagement” has 
become even more significant today due to the pandemic and new norms.  As online studies 
progresses steadfastly, the issue of engagement continues to hold interest for scholars due 
to the popular perception of the existing gap found in online classes.

The term “student engagement” carries a broad meaning and is used freely as an 
expression in different contexts of academic sources (Appleton, 2020). In the context of 
education, engagement can be defined as a measure of a student's participation in the 
learning process. According to Dumford and Miller (2019), student engagement refers 
to the interaction between time, effort, and other relevant resources invested by both 
students and their institutions. Additionally, Zhang et al. (2021) highlighted student and 
educator interaction as the main component of student engagement. It is also partly a 
student-educator collaborative partnership and involves student participation infused  
with enjoyment (Delfino, 2019; Harrington et al., 2014). 

 Martin (2008), in his article, identified three dimensions of student engagement 
and how they can be measured. The three dimensions include behavioural engagement  
(focusing on participation in academic, social, and co-curricular activities), emotional 
engagement (focusing on the extent and nature of reactions to teachers, classmates, 
academics, and school) and cognitive engagement (focusing on students’ level of investment 
in learning). Based on the three forms of engagement, it can be concluded that engagement 
increases when learners feel they “belong” are “part of the learning class”. In other words, 
learners should always feel engaged, belonged, and motivated and satisfied with their 
classroom sessions. One of the ways that has been recognised to support this is through 
gamification. 

Gamification is the use of game-play mechanics for non-game applications 
(Christensen, 2021). The term gamification is often associated with the term, Game  
Based Learning (GBL). Gamification or GBL technologies permit educational practices  
to mimic as close as possible professional activities, activating the cognitive interest 
of students (Tsyganova et al., 2021). Having emerged recently in the education field, 
gamification is fast becoming a popular approach among educators to enhance levels of 
student engagement.

GBL application in classroom has been steadily gaining traction over the years 
and has attracted attention among educators (Goehlert, 2022). Bearing the same concept 
of real game, gamification of education is a strategy to increase student engagement by 
incorporating game elements into an educational environment (Dichev & Dicheva, 2017). 
Intrigued by the benefits games can produce, many researchers have explored the influence 
of gamification in the educational context (Smiderle et al., 2020). By applying gamification 
in classes, student engagement can be enhanced. 

Gamification is also associated with motivation as it attempts to tackle the issue of 
lack of interest in class. Studying virtually for long periods can affect student motivation 
and some may feel discouraged to continue their studies. The application of gamification 
in the pedagogical context provides some remedy in overcoming gaps of motivation and 
engagement in learning (Alsawaier, 2018).

 The common understanding is that gamification is much suited for the current 
pandemic situation. The elements of gamification can create active learning in virtual 
classes. Gamification is a tool that emphasises active student activities rather than  
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teacher-centred learning (Amran et al., 2021). Hence, one of the advantages of gamification 
is providing various forms of stimuli to students, especially to get them involved and  
motivate them to stay active during lessons.

 The game design is also suitable for virtual learning during the pandemic because 
of elements such as points, stages, badge, progress chart and feedback. These elements 
could create a powerful effect on student’s experiences (Saxena & Mishra, 2021). Thus, 
gamification in the pandemic could be an advantage for teaching and learning during 
COVID-19 because it engages and motivates students to stay active while studying.

METHODOLOGY

The aim of this experimental study is to incorporate elements of gamification with 
e-learning via the Microsoft TEAM platform in order to examine the effects of Quizwhizzer 
gamification tools such as points, level-up and leader board in virtual classrooms on 
student engagement. The course selected was Introduction to Public Relations which is a 
course taken by year one students enrolled in the public relations course at the Faculty of 
Communication. A comparison was conducted on student engagement for classes with 
and without gamification (traditional e-learning).

In this study, pre-test and post-test experiments were carried out to test the  
proposed hypothesis:

Hypothesis: There is a statistically significant difference between the experimental 
and control groups regarding student engagement and participation in using Quizwhizzer 
gamification elements such as points, leader boards and level-up.

First, the course instructor gave a brief  explanation at the beginning of the 
experiment to explain to the students that their participation in the experiment is on a 
voluntary basis. The experiment, using gamification tools, was conducted for seven weeks 
from the beginning of the semester until semester break with 70 year one students of the 
selected module. Their ages ranged from 20–25, and there were 28 male and 42 female 
students. The participants were assigned randomly into two groups/classes (35 students 
in each group) to participate through Microsoft TEAM, with and without Quizwhizzer’s 
gamification tools, respectively. The details of the participants are given in Table 1.

Table 1. Details of participants 

Gender
Male
Female

27%
73%

Education Level Undergraduate (Year 1, Sem 3)

Course Introduction to Public Relations

Experiment Period 7 weeks

Participants were divided into the experimental group and the control group based 
on random sampling. The experimental group of 35 participants, learned online through 
the gamification tools of Quizwhizzer such as points, leader board and level-up. Meanwhile, 
for the control group, consisting of 35 participants who also attended virtual classes, but 
without any gamification tools. Factors measured include demographics of participants 
and output based on virtual learning with and without gamification. 

Pre- and post-test scores were coded in the SPSS statistical program version 24 
using two independent sample t-tests to evaluate whether there is a significant difference 
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between the mean values of the experimental group and the control group. In total, 7 
topics were taught in 7 weeks. The quizzes and tutorials for each chapter starting from 
week two was accompanied with Quizwizzer gamification elements for the experimental 
group. The engagement of students was assessed for both groups.

 
The gamification elements are explained below: 
 i. Points: Learner earns points for correct score in each quiz for each online chapter and 

topic. 
 ii. Level-up: Learner proceeds to a higher level whenever they reach a certain determined 

number of points.
 iii. Leader board: The top-ranking learner is displayed in the leader board based on 

highest points compared with other learners
 .

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSIONS

The Shapiro-Wilk test to verify the normality of the data revealed that the data followed 
a normal distribution. The t-test was used to compare the mean values between the 
experimental and control groups. Researcher also measured the effect size for all tests 
to measure the differences between two experimental groups using Cohen’s d. For 
data with non-normal distribution, the researchers used Wilcoxon rank-sum test to  
compare the means and effect size of non-normal data as suggested by Mann-Whitney 
(Fay & Malinovsky, 2018). The level of significance was set at <0.05 with a 95% confidence 
interval. 

T-test is a parametric test to calculate and examine whether the mean value of a 
test variable differs significantly between two groups. Therefore, t-test was conducted to 
compare the engagement levels between the experimental and control groups. The data 
collected was inputted and analysed using the SPSS programme and the results were 
divided into pre-test scores and post-test scores.  

For the pre-test scores, the t-test results revealed no significant mean difference 
(t = 0.138 and t critical two-tail = 2.014) for the engagement of students between the 
experimental group and the control group. Since the t value is smaller than the critical value 
of the two-tail test at the 95% confidence level, the mean of the experimental group and 
the mean of the control group are considered similar with respect to student engagement 
for the online course. 

In contrast, for the post-test results, the values generated disclose a statistically 
significant mean difference (t = 4.237 and t critical two-tail = 2.014) for student engagement 
between both groups. Since the t value is bigger than the critical value of the two-tail 
test at the 95% confidence level, the experimental group with gamification elements and 
the control group without gamification elements demonstrated a significant difference for 
students’ post-test scores. Therefore, the hypotheses are accepted, indicating that there is a 
statistically significant difference between the experimental and control groups regarding 
student engagement with the utilisation of QuizWhizzer gamification design in the virtual 
class. 

Results also show that students who learned with gamification elements scored well 
due to higher participation and motivation from the class. This is in line with the notion 
suggested by Simoes et al. (2013) that the level of student engagement increases when they 
are engaged in lessons with the aid of any gamification tools such as point, rewards, token 
of appreciation and so on. 
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In summary, the above results demonstrate a strong positive effect of gamification 
design and application in a virtual class such as QuizWhizzer on student engagement. 
Through inferential and descriptive results, this study can confirm that students participate 
actively and engage with interest when they are exposed to game-designed learning as 
compared to the traditional online classroom setting

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

From the findings, it can be concluded that most of the students were happy with the 
application of gamification in their lessons by their lecturer. This shows that gamification 
could be one potential option for educators to creatively engage their students in the 
teaching and learning process. 

The experimental research also reveals strong positive effects of the gamification 
design and application of QuizWhizzer such as the use of PBL (Points, Badges, and Leader 
boards). When students are more engaged, their attention, motivation and focus increases 
and the teaching and learning process becomes more effective.

In conclusion, gamification is an effective tool for teaching online classes. In an 
age disrupted by COVID-19 and social distancing, the development of gamified teaching 
strategies can be seen as a promising option in transmitting knowledge and enhancing 
student engagement in classrooms.

With the usage of gamification in class, the educator is able to monitor student’s 
engagement, learning progress, and achievement in class. Educators can also design  
course contents with gamification so that the learning outcomes of modules can be 
achieved.

It should be noted that an educator plays an important role in creating interest 
among their students. In any classroom setting, the most successful teaching and learning 
process materialises when the educator builds or designs a setting or environment that 
supports the most engaging learning experience in class. However, while gamification is 
proven to be an effective tool in online classes, it is not potent enough to replace class 
engagement that is achieved during face-to-face sessions. For educators, in light of the 
pandemic epoch, where face-to-face learning is not always possible, gamified e-learning 
can plug this gap.

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

With the rapid growth of the technology era, dissemination of information has undergone dramatic 
transformations. Social media has become a trusted platform on environmental knowledge to the 
general public as environmental issues become more serious and require more attention. Nonetheless, 
the extent of awareness amongst university students towards environmental issues on social media 
is still not clear, although they are the major Internet user group in the Malaysian society. Focusing 
on environmental communication, this study aims to examine the awareness of university students 
towards online environmental information. Additionally, it aims to identify how issues are presented 
online and the type of information available. Towards this end, the study adopted the mixed-method 
explanatory sequential research design. A total 346 university students were involved in online 
surveys (quantitative research) while seven informants participated in in-depth interviews (qualitative 
research). The findings reveal that the education level of university students contradicts with their 
awareness to environmental communication on social media, although the awareness of university 
students was found to be of modest fit to environmental communication (Adjusted R2 is 0.021). 
Meanwhile, visual communication was identified as the most effective type of information to present 
environmental issues in cyberspace. The findings can help guide environmental organisations and 
media players on the most effective form of environmental communication for their target audience.

Keywords: Environmental communication, social media, mixed-method, university students
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INTRODUCTION

Malaysia has one of largest group of heavy Internet users in Asia Pacific with an Internet 
penetration rate of 70.4% (Go-globe, 2015; MCMC, 2015). Go-globe (2015) also reported 
that social media penetration in Malaysia is 53%, which is ranked 6th in Asia Pacific. As a 
form of online communication that allows people to create, share, and comment at a viral 
speed, social media is not only changing the structure of public communication, but is also 
setting the trend and topics of communication on social media, from environment, politics, 
and technology, to entertainment (Asur & Huberman, 2010) .

In this respect, social media platforms have become trusted platforms on 
environmental issues at all levels, global, regional, national, or community, especially in 
environmental knowledge (Arbatani et al., 2016; Du et al., 2018; Keinonen et al., 2014; 
Lopez et al., 2019). When people become more aware of the impact that environmental 
issues has on their quality of life, they become engaged in environmentalism to protect 
their communities and surroundings (Waititu, 2021).   

With respect to this, the dissemination of environmental information through online 
platforms may create or enhance  public awareness on certain environmental issues (Haider, 
2016; Ab Hamid et al., 2017). This public awareness also helps individuals to influence others 
to engage in sustainable practices (Zita et al., 2014). A study in Brazil and Portugal found that 
university students demonstrated incremental tendency towards environmental awareness on 
social media and other mass media platforms (Côrtes et al., 2016).  In contrast, The Star, a 
Malaysia English-language daily disclosed that environmental awareness in Malaysia is quite 
low despite the escalation of environmental problems globally (Yun, 2017).

With regard to environmental education in tertiary education institutions, various 
environmental activities have been conducted, for example, in University College Sabah 
Foundation (UCSF), but it is difficult to measure the level of environmental awareness of 
students without the appropriate measurement tools (Mojilis, 2019).  However, some scholars 
contend that in developed nations, university students have not been taught or engaged in 
environmental issues, leading to graduates who are not aware of the environmental crisis at 
hand (Barth & Timm, 2011). Given the varied response towards environmental awareness 
by country, inappropriate measurement tools and limited exposure to environmental 
education, there have been limited studies about environmental awareness on social  
media. A major gap identified in literature is the influence of environmental issues on 
social media towards university students. 

Environmental communication covers a broad range of functions including public 
engagement in environmental decisions, resolution of conflicts, environmental journalism, 
social media, online advocacy campaigns regarding environmental issues, science 
communication, climate justice movement or environmental justice, communication on 
risk, green marketing, and corporate advocacy campaigns (Pezzullo & Cox, 2017). Its 
aim is to disseminate environmental information to create awareness and to engage the 
public (Pezzullo & Cox, 2017). Thus, environmental problems can be presented in the 
form of artwork or posters to frame the issue for easier understanding and to gain public 
support (Hansen, 2011; Lewis, 2010). According to Anderson (2017), visual environmental 
communication on social media plays an important role as it is able to illustrate complex 
environmental issues to get the public’s attention. Indeed, visual communication has been 
widely acknowledged for its efficacy in changing the cognitive level of the public (Keinonen 
et al., 2014). 

This study examines the awareness of university students towards online 
environmental information as well as identify the type of information and how issues are 
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presented online. Findings of this study can guide environmental organisations or media 
players in crafting effective environmental communication to target audiences. 

Based on the discussion, three research questions were formulated:
Research Question 1:  
What is the influence of educational level of university students towards 
environmental communication on social media?

Research Question 2:  
Does educational level of university students affect the awareness towards 
environmental communication on social media?

Research Question 3:  
How does environmental communication on social media create awareness amongst 
university students?

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Social media has become an inseparable component of an individual’s life that enables 
him or her to connect and share information, ideas or personal information with people 
from various backgrounds fast and conveniently (Asur & Huberman, 2010; Khan & 
Khawaja, 2020; Wang et al., 2019). It is a source of information for individuals as well as a 
platform to create their own content and share them with others (Edwards, 2015; Prajarto 
& Purwaningtyas, 2021). As the environmental crisis looms larger, the discourse on the 
social media regarding the environment has also heightened (Arbatani et al., 2016). Twitter 
is an excellent example of a social media platform that regularly carries a lot of discussions 
or conversations on environmental issues (climate change, air pollution, water pollution, 
land pollution, global warming) (Shipman, 2019). Hence, environmental communication 
for mass audiences started on social media (Andersson & Öhman, 2017). Environmental 
communication on social media can be considered as environmental education with its 
sources of information, online campaigns, clicktivism, visual information, and message 
framing (Hansen, 2011). Thus, environmental communication on social media can create 
environmental awareness.

Environmental communication on social media
As social media progressively became the main information source of environmental 
issues for people, it significantly influenced their environmental knowledge and attitude 
(Keinonen et al., 2014). When environmentalists create memes, publications or websites 
to gain support  for environmental issues, it increases the visibility of the issues, including 
through clicktivism (Tzouvara, 2016). Dosemagen (2017) highlighted that crowds can 
spread environmental messages virally through clicktivism as they are highly connected 
on social media. Consequently, this would increase the exposure of issues in cyberworld 
(Dosemagen, 2017; Simplilearn, 2019). Apart from that, event-centred reporting on social 
media enhances the public concern about global environmental problems dependent on 
the message framing (Entman, 1993; Mikami et al., 2011).  Audiences’ emotion could 
be evoked by the framed environmental information, especially visualised information 
(Andersson & Öhman, 2017; Ji et al., 2018).  Environmental campaigns on social media is 
another way to increase environmental awareness (Zita et al., 2014). Buzov (2014) stated 
that  university students prefer to use social network sites (SNSs) to satisfy their interests 
or learn about environmental issues instead of purchasing literature (Buzov, 2014).
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Environmental awareness among university students
Environmental awareness refers to  the human’s cognitive level, as well as emotional  
capacity  that consists of environmental values, that leads one to emotionally and 
conceptually to respect the environment, show environmental concern, and commit towards 
treating the environment appropriately (Brehm et al., 2013; Cui et al., 2015). It is related 
to the  public’s understanding of issues related to the environment (Morrison et al., 2015). 

Higher education plays a vital role in the inculcation of social awareness in young 
adults (UNESCO, 2020). Sadly, studies show that there is insufficient environmental 
awareness among university students who are at the peak of their educational journey 
(Sahu et al., 2015). In his work in China, He (2016) found that unsynchronised 
understanding and execution are factors that contribute to low environmental awareness. 
His work also demonstrated that university students lack environmental practice and that 
their environmental awareness is strongly dependent on the government (He, 2016). In 
the Malaysian context, Mojilis (2019) found that University College Sabah Foundation 
(UCSF) had conducted sustainability activities within the campus, but there were no 
measuring tools to determine the environmental awareness level of the students. 

METHODOLOGY

The study adopted the mixed-method explanatory sequential research design to examine  
the effect of environmental communication on social media towards environmental 
awareness amongst university students. The study also looked at how environmental 
communication on social media can create environmental awareness. A total of 346 
university students participated in the quantitative component of the research. Their age 
ranged between 18 and 25 years old. Meanwhile, seven informants from different faculties 
were involved in the qualitative part of the research. The informants were selected based 
on their experience in using Facebook, Instagram, and YouTube. Sampling was done using 
purposive sampling.

 An online questionnaire with 28 items was used to measure individual’s perception 
of social media, environmental communication, and environmental awareness. The 
questionnaire used the 5-point Likert scale with values ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) 
to 5 (strongly agree).   It comprised five sections, including demography, perception of 
social media, perception of environmental communication on social media, perception of 
influence from social media on user’s environmental awareness, and perception of social 
media is creating environmental awareness. The questionnaire items were adapted from 
various research (Barth & Timm, 2011; Buzov, 2014; He, 2016; Kagawa, 2007; Mojilis, 
2019; Nelkin, 1987; Pezzullo & Cox, 2017; Sahu et al., 2015) and were deemed reliable 
based on the Cronbach’s alpha value of 0.94. The items also met the requirements of face 
validity. 

Semi-structured interviews were conducted to gauge how environmental 
communication on social media creates awareness amongst university students. The 
interview included questions on understanding social media, environmental communication 
on social media, influence of environmental communication on social media towards 
environmental awareness, as well as how environmental communication on social media 
can create environmental awareness. 
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Table 1. Background of informants

•  The age of interviewees ranged from 20 to 25 years.

•  The ethnicity of all the interviewees was Chinese.

•   All  interviewees had  social media accounts,  such as Facebook,  Instagram, WeChat, WhatsApp, 
Google, YouTube, Line Souls, Twitter, Telegram, and Messenger.

•   Facebook and Instagram were the most common social media platforms used by the informants

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 

The study aims to examine the influence of educational level of university students 
towards environmental communication on social media, and influence of environmental 
communication on social media towards environmental awareness of university students. 
Further, it aims to identify the type of environmental communication that has the most 
effect in creating awareness amongst university students.

Table 2. Influence of educational level towards environmental communication on social 
media

Model Summary
Model R R Square Adjusted R Square Std. Error of the Estimate
1 .129a .017 .008 .631

a.  Predictors: (Constant); Effectiveness of social media for communicating and sharing 
information; Viral information on social media influencing public opinion; Effectiveness of social 
media in creating awareness.

Coefficientsa

Model
Unstandardized Coefficients Standardized 

Coefficients
Beta

t Sig.
β Std. Error

1 (Constant) 2.016 .250 8.060 .000

 Effectiveness of social media 
for communicating and 
sharing information

.104 .051 .124 2.052 .041

 Viral information on social 
media influencing public 
opinion.

.012 .049 .014 .247 .805

 Effectiveness of social media 
in creating awareness.

.001 .051 .001 .013 .990

a. Dependent variable: Education level

Based on Table 2, the value of adjusted R square is 0.008, which suggests that it 
is a poor fit to the items “Effectiveness of social media for communicating and sharing 
information”, “Viral information on social media influencing public opinion”, and 
“Effectiveness of social media in creating awareness”. Meanwhile, the β coefficients 
for “Effectiveness of social media for communicating and sharing information”, “Viral 
information on social media is influencing public opinion” and “Effectiveness of social 
media for creating awareness” are 0.104, 0.012 and 0.001, respectively.  This implies that 
the educational level of university students is a weak influencing factor for environmental 
communication on social media. 
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However, findings from the interviews disclosed a different perspective of 
environmental communication on social media. The majority of the informants played a 
passive role in obtaining environmental information. They obtained the information from 
friends’ sharing posts or links to certain webpages. However, they agreed that social media 
is powerful communication tool. Facebook and YouTube are associated with high exposure 
to environmental communication, especially Facebook which has millions of users and is 
connected with other social media platforms. Hence, dissemination of information is fast 
and easy.  The following excerpts from interviews reflect this notion:

“For me, most of the people are visual type, so any kind of information on 
Facebook, first when we surf on Facebook, we will read the article or look 
at the picture. Because most of the people belong to visual type, when after 
getting this information, it will influence them to share it to their friends…”                                           
 (Informant B)
                       
“…it is not easy to create an awareness on social media, you have to be very 
outstanding and creative to catch people’s attention. Then must be creative and 
people have to follow the trend...”  (Informant C)

Information with high exposure and frequency on social media can create strong and 
fast public awareness. YouTube is a good example whereby information that catches attention 
is easily shared with others.  Apart from that, visual information was identified as the form  
of information that easily influences people to share. Informants had this to say: 

 
“......majority of environmental communication that I see, is pictures and videos. 
Environmental communication can use text to impress people. When people read 
the text, they can’t illustrate the seriousness of the environmental problem. When 
it’s showed as picture or video, then only people can think of the seriousness of the 
environmental problem and it could leave a deep impression.” (Informant G)

“I think is YouTube. Because people nowadays like to watch videos. They seldom 
look for text basis information. Video is much more eye catching... I think Facebook 
is also have the higher exposure. I think when there consists of video or many users 
then the exposure will be higher.” (Informant D)

The results for influence of environmental communication (including visual, 
source of information, online campaign, clicktivism, message framing and environmental 
education) on social media towards environmental awareness amongst university students 
are represented in Table 3.

Table 3. Influence of environmental communication on social media towards environmental 
awareness amongst university students
Model Summary
Model R R Square Adjusted R Square Std. Error of the Estimate
1 .164a .027 .021 .626

a.  Predictors: (Constant), I always get notification of environmental problems on social media when 
it happens consistently. 

b. I always get notification of information about air pollution on social media during the haze.
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Coefficientsa

Model
Unstandardized Coefficients Standardized 

Coefficients
Beta

t Sig.
β Std. Error

1 (Constant) 2.702 .174 15.539 .000

 I always get notification of 
environmental problems on 
social media when it  happens 
consistently.

–.137 .045 –.193 –3.059 .002

 I always get notification 
of information about air 
pollution on social media 
during the haze.

.086 .046 .119 1.894 .059

a. Dependent variable: Education level

Table 3 shows the influence of environmental communication (including visual, 
source of information, online campaign, clicktivism, message framing and environmental 
education) on social media towards environmental awareness amongst university students. 
The value of adjusted R square is 0.021, which suggests that it is a modest fit to “I 
always get notification of environmental problems on social media when it is happening 
consistency.”, and “I always get notification of information about air pollution on social 
media during the haze”. Meanwhile, the β coefficient for “I always get notification of 
environmental problems on social media when it happens consistently” is -0.137, and “I 
always get notification of information about air pollution on social media during the haze” 
is 0.086. This suggests that the educational level of university students is a modest fit to 
environmental communication (including visual, source of information, online campaign, 
clicktivism, message framing and environmental education) on social media towards 
environmental awareness. However, the education level of university students contradicts 
with “I always get notification of environmental problems on social media when it is 
happening consistency “, that is, the higher the educational level, the lower the frequency 
of getting environmental information on social media. 

The interview data corroborates that environmental awareness reflects an 
individual’s cognition level and concern towards environmental problems. Visualised 
information, environmental information, and sources were identified as the top three 
types of environmental communication that had the most influence on university students 
because it can stimulate sensational and emotional feelings. The following excerpts reflect 
this: 

“For me, I will say visual influences me the most, because when we look at 
videos or pictures, it will give me greater impact comparing to text or like and 
share on social media. On the other hand, we can obtain climate change related 
information from text basis, but videos and pictures will give more impact and 
influence to me.” (Informant A)

“Visual can get the immediate effect, and you can feel message at the moment.” 
 (Informant C)

“First of all, visual has to give a bombastic picture, I feel this way. You have 
to catch people’s eyes, then they will feel interested, and listen to what you say, 
and build up a connection with you.” (Informant D)

Table 3. (con’t)
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Results from the interviews also indicate that visualised information, clicktivism, 
and message framing could create environmental awareness amongst the  majority of 
university students, especially posts with many comments or those frequently shared.  

“...it will be clicktivism. When there are a lot of likes and shares on social 
media, it could probably help me create my environmental awareness.”               
 (Informant A)
 
“You can see the share and comment, but first, we have to exclude the media 
pages like Sin Chew Daily, it is because when you see the post is shared by your 
friend, you would be interested on the post, and why did your friend share it.”  
 (Informant B)

CONCLUSION 

The results of this study demonstrate that the educational level of university students 
moderately influences environmental awareness on social media. Students generally 
understand the seriousness of environmental problems that happen around them. 
This finding is consistent with Brehm et al. (2013) who contended awareness reflects 
an individual’s cognitive level of understanding towards environmental issues. While 
environmental awareness of Malaysians is quite low (Yun, 2017),  environmental awareness 
among university students has been shown to be rising incrementally.  High exposure to the 
digital world is one of the driving factors for the rising environmental awareness.  Of the 
88.7% of Malaysians who were Internet users in 2020, 68% of them have been an Internet 
user for more than five years (MCMC, 2020).  The higher the exposure to the Internet, 
the higher frequency of accessing information. However, the findings of this study depict 
university students as passive environmental information recipients.  

In this regard, information shared by friends or environmental communication in 
Facebook and YouTube are recognised as reliable sources for university students. This finding 
concurs with other similar studies that found influence of friends as a significant factor on  
student’s media use habits based on ability of the Internet in creating and maintaining 
relationships with other users  (Yow et al., 2020; Zhan et al., 2016). Additionally, clicktivism 
on social media is another determinant for users in promoting or supporting a particular 
message (Dosemagen, 2017; Tzouvara, 2016). Therefore, an environmental message with 
strong visibility on a social media platform can attract the attention of netizens. 

Apart from that, the findings also reveal that visualised communication is the  
most effective way to attract user’s attention or stir one’s emotion towards environmental 
issues. Anderson (2017) highlighted that visualised information is able to illustrate the 
seriousness of climate change to the audience. It is also a way to induce environmental 
consciousness with the intention to inspire change in society (Lewis, 2015). Compared 
to wordy or textual information, visual communication is able portray environmental 
problems for easier understanding and gives visual sensation. As such, visualised 
information can help university students to become more aware of the environmental 
crisis and become more engaged. However, there are some limitations to this study, that 
is, in examining how environmental communication on social media influences university 
students’ environmental awareness, it did not specify any particular social media platforms, 
as well as assess any green practices.
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ABSTRACT

The Javanese are Indonesia’s largest ethnic group and adhere to a patriarchal conception where 
men are highly respected and favoured for their masculinity. Meanwhile, the woman’s role as a 
konco wingking is to obey the husband’s orders; swargo nunut neroko kathut, which limits women’s 
movement and places them in 3M: Macak-Manak-Masak. Today, emancipation and globalisation 
have gradually led to intercultural marriages that have become fascinating research topics, particularly 
among Javanese women married to French locals. The purpose of this study is to answer the question: 
how does integration of intercultural communication take place among Javanese women married to 
French locals using the Javanese values of 3M? To add novelty, the researchers applied a hybridised 
technique of Symbolic Interaction and Intercultural Communication theories. This phenomenological 
research used a snowball sampling of 11 Javanese married women who migrated to Paris, as 
informants. Data analysis from the in-depth interviews reveals that these Javanese women have an 
equal position with their husbands, in contrast to the wife role and place in the Javanese culture. In 
Macak values, both Javanese and French women basically aspire to look natural with minimal make-
up. In terms of Manak values, Javanese women are not burdened by having children. However, they 
face dilemmas in applying Javanese parenting methods. In Masak values, cooking food is not solely 
the wife’s responsibility. This study also reveals that to maintain a harmonious married life with their 
husband, Javanese women had to adapt and negotiate with new cultures, particularly by integrating 
their Javanese values of 3M with the French culture.

Keywords: Intercultural communication, Javanese values 3M: Macak-Manak-Masak, symbolic 
interaction, Javanese women and French locals, new culture
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INTRODUCTION

Men are highly respected and favoured in the paternalistic Javanese culture because of their 
masculinity, whereas women are only considered as a complement or subordinate to men 
because of their femininity (Fachrani, 2015). These values of masculinity and femininity 
are the result of the society’s evolution. 

When a Javanese woman gets married, she becomes a konco wingking (a companion), 
relying entirely on her husband (Maulana, 2020). Even if  it is not always terrible, its position 
is lower and carries lesser decision-making power. As the adage says, swargo nunut neraka 
katut (who has to follow the husband in both hell and heaven), a Javanese wife is supposed 
to accompany her husband in both heaven and hell (Muhmad Pirus & Nurahmawati, 
2020). In general, a wife in domestic life is interpreted as a form of female inferiority. 

In Javanese culture, there are some cultural values in the form of an oral tradition 
that eventually became an unwritten law that is connected to women’s main duties. From 
these oral traditions, came the philosophical values and moral ethics of 3M: Macak-
Manak-Masak (Beautifying herself-Giving offspring-Cooking) for Javanese women 
(Fitrianggraeni, 2019; Riany et al., 2017). According to Huda (2016) and Mawaddah et al. 
(2021), Javanese women should be good at 3M values, and actively involved in domestic 
activities around dapur-sumur-kasur (kitchen-wells-mattress). While waiting to get married, 
Javanese girls are typically taught how to cook, wash clothes, and clean the house, apply 
make-up and dress up, and perform any other tasks linked to being of service to their 
husband (Bonita, 2012; Fachrani, 2015).

Macak is the first M value. Based on Serat Candrarini (Puspitasari, 2016), the ideal 
Javanese woman is loyal to her husband, takes care of her physical beauty, is modest, 
behaves politely, and maintains her health and beauty by consuming traditional herbal 
drinks. Macak denotes that a woman must dress up and put on make-up to look beautiful 
for her husband (Aswat & Rahman, 2021). Philosophically, a wife who can Macak is a  
wife who can maintain a good family name. 

Manak is the second M value. As described in Serat Darmagandul (Muhmad Pirus 
& Nurahmawati, 2020), Javanese women should carry out their role in Paturon (bed) and 
satisfy their husbands sexually. Furthermore, Widiatmoko (2014) stressed that Manak is 
the ability to carry on the lineage by giving birth. This belief  is supported by Imama and 
Reyes (2021) who stressed that Manak is the ability to pass down a bloodline and give 
birth. 

Masak is the last M value. The philosophy of Masak goes beyond the activity of 
cooking food. To elaborate, a good wife must be able to cook, as well as manage things 
efficiently. According to Hakim et al. (2014) and Rahmi (2018), the wife must be able to 
maintain family finances by managing the money given by her husband. 

Due to progressive technological developments and globalisation, there is a 
greater possibility now for social integration and international marriages (Liu & Tao, 
2012). Additionally, Shamim and Hassim (2021) contended that the growing influence 
of education, technology, and economic prowess has resulted in positive changes in the 
emancipation of women. Given the new era of openness has increased opportunities for 
global engagement, socialisation and opportunity to meet partners from other countries, 
intercultural mixed marriage has become more popular and common (Torres & Bosio, 
2020). 

Studies have found that women prefer a husband from another country, in order to 
enjoy modern life, and gain gender equality that local settings do not encourage or enable 
(Barker & Cornwell, 2019). This viewpoint is supported by Hongyan (2019), who stated 
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that in his country, married women are not given equality in marriage and education.  
These conditions also apply to Indonesian women, as Indriani and Mulyana (2021) pointed 
out. Nowadays, intercultural marriages have become a phenomenon that is commonly 
found in the Indonesian society. Although the exact number is unknown, the number of 
mixed marriages in Indonesia has been steadily rising, particularly among Javanese women 
who marry French locals and subsequently, migrate to France. A growing number of 
Asians also migrate to other continents, most notably North America and Europe (Yeung 
& Mu, 2019). 

According to some scholars, romantic relationships between culturally diverse people 
are difficult to develop and maintain (Swidler, 2013; Kim, 2018). Furthermore, Tedjanegara 
and Azeharie (2021) highlighted that couples need to understand how both cultures differ 
and attempt to adapt to the other culture as well as build intercultural communication 
competency (Fantini, 2020). However, a study on the intercultural communication between 
Javanese women married to French locals perpetuating the Javanese values of 3M in the 
context of Liberté, Égalité, Fraternité (freedom, equality, fraternity) in France (Ozouf et 
al., 2021) is rare. Therefore, the researchers’ goal in this study is to determine how the 
cultural integration of Javanese values of 3M: Macak-Manak-Masak affects intercultural 
marriages between Javanese women and French locals in the region of Parisienne. 

LITERATURE REVIEW

To improve and to add to novelty, the researchers employed a technique of theory 
hybridisation involving: (i) Intercultural Communication and (ii) Symbolic Interaction. 
The concept of intercultural communication is self-explanatory, in accordance with the 
requirements of this study. Meanwhile, symbolic interaction refers to meanings, languages, 
symbols, and thoughts. The hybridisation of these two theories has resulted in a different 
and unique approach to this study. 

Intercultural communication 
In the globalised era, intercultural communication plays an important role in intercultural 
marriages between Javanese women and French locals. According to Samovar et al. (2017), 
as well as Ting-Toomey and Chung (2012), intercultural communication, as a general 
interpretation, should be viewed as a combination of diverse forms of relationships that 
negotiate shared meanings, interactions, and communication between individuals and 
groups from different cultures. Furthermore, Knapp (2015) added that intercultural 
communication can be defined as interpersonal communication between individuals 
from various cultures in terms of the knowledge conveyed and the language’s symbolic 
behaviour. 

Different interpretations of symbols, especially in the absence of linguistic abilities, 
values, and customs, require migrants (Javanese women) to absorb and integrate into 
the French culture. This process can become complicated since both the sender and the 
recipient must receive and comprehend information that differs from what was previously 
assumed. Through the decoding and encoding process, the participant can become more 
effective in conducting intercultural conversations if  he or she can reflect on how serious 
they are about adjusting to the local culture. 

The ability of intercultural married couples to adapt to cultural differences is vital 
to overcome the communication barrier. Social competence, openness to various ways 
of thinking, language skills, cultural adaptation, flexibility, stress management capacity, 
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patience, adaptability, and sensitivity are all approaches to overcoming the barriers to 
intercultural communication. Generally, intercultural couples demonstrate more consistent 
ideas to maintain their family life (Chebotareva & Volk, 2020). 

Intercultural communication is a synthesis of diverse forms of relationships, 
interactions, and communication between individuals or groups from different cultures. 
Based on these considerations, Soter (2016) developed an intercultural communication 
model (Figure 1) that encompasses the key components of intercultural communication 
and which was used for this study.

Figure 1. Conceptual intercultural communication model  
in message exchange process by Soter (2016)

According to this model, intercultural communication should be viewed as a 
synthesis of many forms of contact, interaction, and communication between individuals 
and groups from different cultures. The following are the main components of this model: 
(i) communicators; (ii) interacting cultures; (iii) information encoding and decoding; (iv) 
the nature of human interaction; and (v) key skills.

Symbolic interaction
The symbolic interaction theory that emerged in the mid-twentieth century arose from 
George Herbert Mead’s symbolic interaction, from a sociological perspective known as the 
notion of Mind, Self, and Society (Mead, 1934). Humans are motivated to act based on the 
symbolic meanings given to other people, objects, and events. The meanings are created 
through the language and symbols used by humans when communicating with other parties, 
in the context of interpersonal communication and intrapersonal communication or self-
talk or in the realm of their personal thought. Language and symbols are communication 
tools that allow people to develop a sense of self  and interact with others in society. When 
the symbolic exchange involves two people or communities of different cultures, it is known 
as intercultural communication where each party will negotiate the meaning that exists in 
their society. Initiators of symbolic interaction, including Dewey, Park, James, Cooley, 
Burgess, Balwin, Blumer, Kuhn, and Young, agreed to use the term symbolic interaction 
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to describe a joint action that will eventually form a social structure or other groups of 
society through unique interactions (Siregar, 2012). 

Subsequently, Mead (1972) stated that the mind has the ability to utilise symbols 
with the same social meaning, and each individual must develop his/her mind through 
interactions with other people. This is due to the fact that the meaning is initially meaningless 
until it is interpreted by individuals through the process of interaction. Moreover, the  
mind of symbolic interaction focuses on the significance of forming the meaning of human 
behaviour that is inseparable from the communication process, because the meaning is 
initially meaningless until it is interpreted by individuals through the process of interaction, 
to create meanings that can be mutually agreed upon. This is supported by Blumer (1962), 
who claimed that humans act towards other humans based on meanings supplied to them 
by others, that meanings are formed through human relationships, and that meanings are 
modified through interpretive processes.

Face-to-face communication in a dialogic interpersonal setting is referred to as 
symbolic interaction. Symbolic interaction refers to the interaction between humans or 
human behaviour, in which each person’s activities are translated in connection with others 
and with themselves. Language, social objects, symbols, and viewpoints are examples 
of symbolic interaction, how societies are created and maintained through the repeated 
actions of individuals (Carter & Fuller, 2015).

Cultural integration
In an intercultural marriage, cultural differences between husband and wife will always exist. 
For this study, this intercultural phenomenon will affect the intercultural communication 
and adaptation between Javanese women and French locals. As mentioned by Barker and 
Cornwell (2019), cultural integration happens when groups of individuals from different 
cultures have continuous direct contact, resulting in changes in either one or both of their 
original cultural patterns. Some researchers have also reported that romantic relationships 
between culturally diverse individuals are difficult to establish and maintain (Kim, 2018). 
Thus, husbands and wifes should adapt to other cultures, and develop intercultural 
communication competencies (Fantini, 2020; Klyukanov, 2020). 

Basically, managing the differences in intercultural marriage are challenging but 
they provide an opportunity to learn and deal with cultural conflict which is an important 
factor in determining the quality of a marriage. In turn, as stated by Allendoff and Ghimire 
(2013), the quality of marriage is a critical factor in prosperous family life.  Thus, cultural 
differences should be enjoyed and accepted openly.  In addition, empathy is needed to 
overcome the differences, and each party should be willing to adapt and learn. In this 
respect, Cheng (2021) who studied intercultural marriages between Taiwanese men and 
women from Indonesia, Philippines, and Vietnam, found a significant positive correlation 
between marital satisfaction and integration and compromise on cultural differences.  

METHODOLOGY

The research design employed in this study is qualitative (Creswell & Poth, 2018), with 
a hermeneutical phenomenological approach that is related to personal experience and 
requires a description or interpretation of meanings of the occurrence experienced as 
“hermeneutic” or ”dialectic” by the informants who are being investigated (Padilla-Diaz, 
2015). The data inquiry was conducted in face-to-face in-depth interview sessions with 
informants, using a series of semi-structured questions and follow-up probing techniques 
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to get an in-depth understanding of the informants’ experiences, perceptions, opinions, 
feelings, and knowledge (Rosenthal, 2016). A total of 11 informants were selected using 
the snowball sampling technique (DeJonckheere & Vaughn, 2019) based on specific 
criteria such as Javanese women who are married to French locals, living in the region of 
Parisienne, and familiar with the Javanese 3M values. 

This method was selected to gather reliable data to address the research objectives 
of this study. The major themes that emerged were presented first and juxtaposed with the 
themes that were derived via the researchers’ interpretation (Xu & Zammit, 2020). The 
enquired data was then analysed and discussed for future findings and discussion.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The overall findings and discussion illustrate the cultural integration of the Javanese values 
of 3M in intercultural marriages among Javanese women married to French locals, in the 
context of intercultural communication that involves the processing of decoding and 
encoding of symbols and languages used (Samovar et al., 2017; Ting-Toomey & Chung, 
2012).

Background of informants
The researchers managed to interview a total of 11 informants ranging in age from 35 years 
to 57 years old, who had been married for 1 to 23 years. Their status before marrying French 
locals are as follows: seven informants were single, and four informants were widowed. The 
majority of the informants met their spouse for the first time at work, in Indonesia, Hong 
Kong, or in France, but there were also some informants who met at family gatherings, 
friends gatherings, or while in college, as shown in Table 1.

Table 1. Background of informants

Informant and age Wedding Year and Place First Time Meeting with 
Spouse

Premarital 
Status

Informant 1 (35 years) 2015 in Paris, France University in Paris, France Single

Informant 2 (50 years) 1998 in Java, Indonesia Office in Bali, Indonesia Single

Informant 3 (35 years) 2015 in Bogor, Indonesia Family gathering in Bogor, 
Indonesia

Single

Informant 4 (45 years) 2006 in Paris, France Office in Paris, France Widow with 
1 child

Informant 5 (51 years) 2007 in Surabaya, Indonesia Office in Paris, France Single

Informant 6 (45 years) 2003 in Hong Kong Office in Hong Kong Single

Informant 7 (55 years) 2015 in Paris, France Friends gathering in 
Yogyakarta, Indonesia

Widow with 
2 children

Informant 8 (48 years) 2008 in Toulouse, France Office in Jakarta, Indonesia Single

Informant 9 (40 years) 2008 in Paris, France Friends gathering in Paris, 
France

Widow 
without 
children

Informant 10 (57 years) 2002 in Paris, France Friends gathering in 
Jakarta, Indonesia

Widow with 
2 children

Informant 11 (49 years) 2007 in Paris, France Office in Bintan, Indonesia Single
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Unlike in Java, gender equality which feminists in France have long fought for, and 
women’s equal position are enshrined in and protected by French law. This is consistent 
with the French motto, Liberté, Egalité, Fraternité (freedom, equality, fraternity) (Ozouf, 
et al., 2021). The legality has an impact on the intercultural couple’s relationship. Having 
eventually migrated to Paris, the Javanese women who participated in this study had to be 
able to communicate across cultures, adapt their Javanese values of 3M, while maintaining 
the local culture, and become a part of the French society that values gender equality. In 
interactions, every individual has their own concept of mind and self-confidence based 
on their own culture, using language, gestures, and symbols, which are then matched and 
adjusted to one another. The findings reveal the informants’ shared common experiences 
regarding the integration of Javanese values of 3M in their intercultural marriages to 
French locals. Table 2 summarises the categories and themes derived from these findings.

Table 2. Categories and themes derived from interview data

Categories Themes Derived
Macak Outer beauty

Inner beauty

Manak Bedroom activities
Giving offspring
Parenting 

Masak Cooking styles
Cooking habits 

Macak
The first M value is Macak, which indicates that a woman must dress up and use make-up 
in order to appear attractive for her husband. Macak is divided into two parts: (i) outer 
beauty, which includes applying make-up and dressing up; and (ii) inner beauty, which 
includes drinking Javanese traditional herbs and taking care of body and hair including 
massage, and spa. For outer beauty, most informants admitted disliking wearing heavy 
make-up. They preferred to dress appropriately, similar to Javanese women, who are fond 
of ngadibusono ngadisaliro sing empan papan (dress up appropriately and apply make-up 
according to the occasion and Javanese etiquette). This outlook is aligned with the make-
up habits of French women, who tend to go natural (Morris & Nichols, 2013).

In terms of dressing up, all informants still have their batik garments and are proud 
to wear them at many events in Paris. When the wife wears batik, the husband instantly 
wears batik too without any compulsion. Nevertheless, the French-Javanese couple did 
not think twice about wearing an identically patterned batik sarimbit (the name of a batik 
cloth with the same motif  as that worn by couples). All informants combined the use of 
batik in a mix-and-match style with jeans or skirts to reflect a more fashionable and up-to-
date look.

To maintain their inner beauty, most Javanese women start consuming jamu 
(Javanese traditional herbs) at a young age. They consume jamu such as jamu kunyit asem 
(turmeric and tamarind herbs), and beras kencur (galangal and herbal rice). When they 
moved to France, this habit underwent some modifications. They still wanted to consume 
jamu, but they were having difficulty getting the ingredients in France. However, all 
informants noted that they can buy jamu at the Indonesian embassy canteen. Meanwhile, 
only a few informants remained committed and consistent in their efforts to create their 
own jamu. It is interesting that their husbands did not stop their wives from drinking or 
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making jamu; in fact, the husbands were encouraged to participate in the tasting, and in 
the end, they consume jamu like wedang jahe (hot ginger drink) on a regular basis.

Javanese women were accustomed to visiting salons for body treatment, to enhance 
their beauty and maintain the smoothness of their skin. Moreover, in the twentieth century, 
modern Westerners embrace tanned skin, which is often associated with high social status 
and wealth (Cheong & Kaur, 2019). However, most of the informants revealed that it was 
tough to find salons and spas similar to those found in Indonesia. Furthermore, the fees 
are higher in France. Thus, many informants choose to buy scrubs or massage products 
and perform their own treatment at home. All informants are able to pay for their beauty 
treatments, but they believed it is more important to use the money for things that are 
more important such as their families. This is not the case for French women who allocate 
a specific budget and time for beauty products and treatment.  

Manak
Manak is the second M value, which refers to the ability to give birth and pass down 
a lineage. Manak is classified into three groups based on the information gathered from 
the informants: (i) bedroom activities; (ii) giving offspring; and (iii) parenting. In terms 
of bedroom activities, most informants stated that they take the same initiative as their 
husbands in engaging in sexual activities in bed. This contrasts with the situation in Java, 
as mentioned by Wibawa (2014), whereby Javanese women are merely the objects of their 
husbands’ passion. However, the majority of the informants shared that they have the 
freedom to refuse their husband’s invitation to make love if  they are tired, not in the mood, 
or are having their period. French locals accept this condition because both husband and 
wife are égalité (equal) in France, and the husband cannot force his wife, to do anything 
that is against her wish. 

Concerning the obligation to have children, all the informants responded that 
there is no obligation to have children in France. This contrasts with the societal norm in 
Java, where a woman is considered a failed/strange woman, and a disgrace to the family 
(Khoiriyah, 2018) if  she fails to become pregnant or give birth to a child. Further, the 
wife must be willing if  the husband wants to get a new wife for wanting to have offspring 
(Wardhana & Farokhah, 2020). Meanwhile, in France, it is illegal to have more than one 
husband or wife. There are four informants who have not been blessed with children, but 
do not face any pressure from their spouses’ families. They generally do not see the absence 
of children as an issue, but instead, they enjoy the satisfaction of living alone without 
having to worry about childcare problems. 

Most of the informants use French and English when interacting with their children. 
Only one informant uses Indonesian language on a regular basis because her husband 
is also fluent in the Indonesian language. More informants explained the difficulties in 
educating their children in Bahasa (Indonesian language), including the fact that their 
husbands were also unable to communicate using Bahasa. Their children had struggled to 
adjust themselves at school, and the informants practise the French language by learning 
it with their children. However, most of the informants have taught their children simple 
Indonesian words like makan (eat), tidur (sleep), terima kasih (thank you), ya (yes) and 
tidak (no).

As parents, the informants also taught their children Javanese etiquette, such as not 
lifting one’s feet at the table, giving with one’s right hand, helping to clear the dining table, 
and honouring their parents. However, because they live in a French with a distinct culture, 
the informants frequently struggled in practising Javanese manners, because some items 
considered forbidden in the Javanese culture are commonly found in the French society. 
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Based on the findings, we can conclude that Javanese women are keen in playing 
their roles as wise mothers and good wives (Seo et al., 2020). However, they face a unique 
challenge in fulfilling these roles. This dilemma is due to the fact that while the informants 
wish to teach Javanese cultural manners to their children, they often find them to be 
the opposite of French norms. Thus, these cultural conflicts and misunderstandings are 
contentious issues in intercultural marriages. As per the usual practice in France, husbands 
and wives must collaborate and share roles in the education of their children. Furthermore, 
when intercultural children interact with friends or the French society, they often struggle 
with choosing to adopt Javanese norms from their mother or the French culture from 
their father. Thus, according to Chandran and Ariffin (2015), children from intercultural 
marriages often adopt a fusion form of their parents’ ethnic identities known as a multi-
ethnic identity.  

Researchers contend that mixed married couples will face unique challenges 
stemming from a variety of values, perspectives, and communication styles (Dewaele, 
2018; Holzapfel et al., 2018; Zhang & Kline, 2020). As a result, in intercultural marriages 
between Javanese women and French locals, the wife, husband, and children must actively 
negotiate their position to build a new culture that can be accepted by all members. These 
interactions are symbolic between husband, wife, and children, and they convey a meaning 
that they could all comprehend. 

Masak
Masak is the last M value, which refers to the process of preparing food. The kitchen is 
known as a pawon in the Javanese society, which is the domain and authority of women 
(Fachrani, 2015). All informants agreed that they should be able to cook for their entire 
family, even though many of them had never cooked while living in Indonesia. To find 
recipes, they frequently asked their parents on the phone or search for references on Google 
and YouTube. Initially, the informants always consumed rice, but this changed over time 
as they had to adapt to their husbands’ eating pattern and diet. The diet is also now more 
varied by blending in both Indonesian and French cuisines. For example, beef rendang but 
with the addition of some wine, boeuf bourguignon in French cuisine, and reducing the use 
of chili in cooking so that the meals are not too spicy for their husbands and children.

Many informants responded that cooking is not the sole responsibility of the wife. 
They claimed that French locals do not hesitate to step into the kitchen to cook, or to assist 
their spouses in preparing food. Meanwhile, some informants admitted not wanting their 
husbands to join them in the kitchen as they did not want the kitchen to become cluttered.

There are some French locals who dislike cooking or whose work require them 
to be away from home for months at a time, and therefore the responsibility of cooking  
falls on the wife. Nevertheless, all the informants agreed that they should be able to cook  
for their entire family. On the other hand, most of the informants shared an experience 
where their husbands really enjoyed cooking. This is clearly in contrast to the Javanese 
culture, which believes that the kitchen is a woman’s domain (Bonita, 2012; Fachrani, 
2015). And even on holidays when the husband is at home, it is often the husbands who 
cook breakfast and bring it to the bedroom, letting the wives eat breakfast in bed. 

DISCUSSION

The experiences and processes of intercultural communication between different cultures 
demonstrate the integration of the Javanese values of 3M into the French culture. The 
symbolic interactions between Javanese women and French locals provide the meaning 
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of 3M that emerges from daily interactions, and the meaning is managed and changes 
through the interpretive process that they encounter.  When Javanese women migrated to 
France, they discovered gender equality between husband and wife, which corresponds to 
France’s motto: Liberté, Égalité, Fraternité (freedom, equality, fraternity).

The amalgamation of two different cultural values and identities produces a 
novelty of their own entity. With regard to the process of cultural integration in values and 
identity between Javanese and French cultures, an effort must be made to reach a mutual 
agreement. The common understanding in interpreting the symbols used in communicating 
the 3M values is critical, whereby it must reduce social inequality during the interaction 
and negotiation of cultural values between Javanese women and French locals. In short, 
the result of cultural integration, whether material or immaterial, must represent both  
cultural elements that can be accepted by society (Jatmiko, 2019). 

As minority immigrants, Javanese women must work harder to match their Javanese 
values of 3M to the French environment. Similarly, their husbands must be prepared 
to accept the Javanese cultural peculiarities of 3M. Communication competence using 
symbols or languages, either verbal or nonverbal, between spouses is critical in this cross-
cultural adaption process. Effective communication is critical for marriage fulfilment.  Due 
to their disparities in value orientations, language, views, communication styles, and key 
skills of communication for interaction with the French culture, intercultural couples will 
confront unique adaptations and communication issues in the encoding and decoding of 
messages using symbols and languages (Ting-Toomey & Dorjee, 2018).

 During the initial period of settlement, the Javanese women may have not been 
ready to learn and practise social behaviours according to French norms. However, it is 
common for newcomers to be overwhelmed by the immediate demands and challenges of 
adjusting to life in a new place or new culture (Breger & Hill, 2021). Thus, these Javanese 
women would have had to adapt their 3M values within the context of the French culture. 

Good communication is one of the most important factors in a successful marriage. 
Thus, communication barriers are undoubtedly a factor impeding the well-being of an 
intercultural marriage. It is difficult to have appropriate or meaningful communication 
with   spouses, not only because of differences in languages and cultures but also because 
of the anxiety between couples. In terms of language differences, Javanese women who do 
not speak French had attended French courses in Indonesia before migrating to France 
and continued to learn French when they arrived in Paris. It is tough to form and maintain 
intercultural marriages, particularly when there is a language barrier. The messages and 
symbols of 3M values encoded by Javanese women may be misinterpreted and decoded 
inaccurately by French locals, or vice versa.

Meanwhile, in intercultural communication, apart from language, individual 
perspectives and cultural background are also determinants in communication success.  
Particularly, language encourages effective evaluation between one culture and another, 
based on their concept of self, action, object, social interaction, and joint action in 
symbolic interactions (Charmaz et al., 2019).  Hence, different interpretations of symbolic 
expressions between them, enables verbal expressions and non-verbal expressions regarding 
3M values to follow the rules of interaction with locals, and a person’s assessment of others 
in the language being used.

Intercultural couples share the same common goal of making their marriage 
work. Hence, intercultural couples can do so by seeking common ground, making 
some adjustments, reducing contradictions, negotiating differences, and creating a new 
consensus (new culture) that is mutually agreed upon in order to maintain a prosperous 
and harmonious family life (Khaeriah, 2021; Nurhadi et al., 2019). 
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The merger of values, behaviours, and norms could be conceptualised as a new 
culture of 3M values, as described by the informants in this study regarding the interactions 
and current philosophies within their marriage. Most intercultural couples, in this study, 
incorporated both cultures into their marriage and were able to cite customs or traditions 
and their origin culture. For some, they have developed their own unique customs and their 
own culture. By forming the “third culture”, one partner’s culture will not rule over the 
other, and can help eliminate one’s ethnocentric tendencies.

In terms of communication barriers, all Javanese women who carry a set of 
assumptions and beliefs based on the Javanese culture, must adapt well behaviourally and 
psychologically to French culture, while upholding their own cultural values and beliefs. 
However, this creates some conflicts and misunderstandings within the French culture. 
Needless to say, practising different ways of interacting with different cultures can be 
uncomfortable and psychologically distressing. To summarise, the Javanese women and 
French locals, have to rearrange their cultural values and beliefs, find similarities and 
differences,  and then by selecting suitable cultural norms and values of each culture, 
develop an intercultural competence to create new cultures, particularly related to the 
Javanese values of 3M.

CONCLUSION

This phenomenological research has taught us that symbolic interaction, which has been 
used so far, has become a vital communication link in intercultural couples. When Javanese 
women attempt to communicate with French locals or the French society, they should be 
prepared for the kind of symbols or language used, and how to act and react in preserving 
their own culture. These actions or decisions have consequences that include an ethical 
dimension. Put in slightly different terms, the messages Javanese women send to the French 
locals and French society have the potential to change the Javanese women’s behaviours in 
both subtle and discernible ways. 

When Javanese women marry French locals and migrate to France, they were 
exposed to the concept of gender equality between husband and wife. A Javanese woman 
is no longer regarded as a konco wingking, swargo nunut neroko kathut (a companion who 
has to accompany her husband in both heaven and hell). The wife shares equal status with 
her husband. Needless to say, this has a profound impact on the Javanese values of 3M.  
As result, the wife, husband, and children must actively negotiate their positions to  
establish a new culture that all the family members can embrace (Jatmiko, 2019).

This study demonstrates how the Javanese values of 3M can be integrated into 
intercultural marriages. There are similarities in the Macak values that exist in both the 
Javanese culture and the France culture. For instance, both Javanese women and French 
women aspire to look natural with minimal and no excessive make-up. Javanese women 
also have no issues applying the Macak values that they inherited from their homeland. In 
fact, they continue to enhance their appearance in accordance with the fashion and styles 
of France without losing their identity.

In terms of the Manak values, there are significant cultural differences between the 
French and the Javanese. In Javanese culture, women are just objects of sex, but in France, 
husbands and wives have equal rights. In France, the obligation of having children is shared 
by both husband and wife, as opposed to just the wife in Java, who carries the burden when 
a family is not blessed with offspring, since the quality of a marriage is an important part 
of happy family life. Further, as the lifestyle in France is very much different from that of 
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the Javanese, Javanese women find it difficult to apply Javanese norms in educating their 
children in the context of the French society and culture. 

With regard to the Masak values, cultural differences exist between the French and 
the Javanese. In Javanese, the kitchen is the wife’s domain, but in France, both husband and 
wife share equal duties in preparing food. Cooking is not solely the wife’s responsibility; 
the husband frequently cooks, especially for breakfast, and assists his wife with kitchen 
duties after office hours or on weekends. Javanese women adapted by not always cooking 
rice, blending Javanese and French cuisines, and limiting the use of chilies in cooking since 
French locals dislike spicy food. 

Javanese women and French locals in mixed marriages believe that this cultural 
integration using symbols and language has led to new cultural identities, and a sense of 
psychological separation from their own culture. Despite their best efforts to compromise 
on the Javanese values of 3M, Javanese women believe there is a limit to their ability to 
adapt, which often leads to increased stress.  As a couple, Javanese women and French locals 
should improve their attitudes toward cultural tolerance and understanding by accepting 
and respecting cultural differences, as well as appreciating other cultures’ perspectives 
regarding the Javanese values of 3M. Thus, the cultural integration of the 3M Javanese 
values  can establish a new culture that can only be pursued successfully, if  the couple is 
willing to embrace cultural diversity. 

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

Effective communication in the workplace is important not only to help improve workforce productivity 
but also to achieve an overall sustainable business performance. Poor communication in the 
workplace can result in presenteeism. Presenteeism occurs when an employee comes to work 
physically or mentally unwell. Academicians, who are often concerned with their responsibilities, 
demonstrate some of the highest levels of presenteeism. Teaching is considered as one of the 
primary and essential occupations in every society, in which this profession helps, teaches, monitors, 
and provides academic services to their students and other stakeholders. They are more inclined to 
work even when they are not fit to meet some of the fundamental needs of other people. The present 
study aims to understand how effective internal communication can help reduce presenteeism among 
academicians in higher learning institutions in Malaysia. In particular, the study explores factors and 
consequences of presenteeism amongst academics that can lead to the disruption of their roles and 
the quality of their teaching. Using online focus group discussions, we gathered the perspectives of 10 
academicians from a public and a private university in Malaysia with regard to perceptions, attitudes, 
and experiences with presenteeism. The data collected was examined using qualitative thematic 
analysis. Three themes are identified: 1) factors of presenteeism, 2) awareness of presenteeism, and 
3) consequences of presenteeism and future research suggestions are discussed as well.

Keywords: Academicians, presenteeism, communications, employee productivity, Malaysia
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INTRODUCTION

In emerging countries, a range of issues relating to health and social economy play 
a significant role in influencing workplace productivity (Zhang et al., 2020). While 
absenteeism, or being absent from scheduled work, results in lower production (Wee et 
al., 2019), presenteeism has been recognised as a significant cause of lost productivity and 
is related to much inferior work performance (Lui et al., 2018). Presenteeism is defined 
as coming to work despite impaired physical or psychological health, apart from missing 
work (Lui et al., 2018). 

Absenteeism is associated to low motivation, satisfaction, productivity, and 
performance in all industries, according to previously released statistics (Evans-Lacko 
& Knapp, 2016). With the surge in absenteeism studies, comes growing concern about 
the negative consequences of presenteeism, which may be even more devastating than 
absenteeism. This behaviour could be a result of a misconception of how workers or 
employees should behave or, to put it another way, a toxic motivation factor (Rodríguez-
Cifuentes et al., 2020). In terms of its impact on workplace productivity, presenteeism is 
more pervasive and difficult to quantify than absenteeism (Wee et al., 2019).

On the other hand, presenteeism is thought to be significantly more common 
than sickness absence and about twice as expensive, according to various estimates of its 
prevalence and financial consequences (Miraglia & Kinman, 2017). In relation to employee 
productivity in the form of presenteeism or absenteeism, findings from Malaysia’s Healthiest 
Workplace survey (2017) by AIA Vitality revealed that each worker in Malaysia loses an 
average of 67 days per year due to absenteeism and presenteeism, with an average annual 
cost per organisation of around RM 2.7 million. In addition, the cost of absenteeism and 
presenteeism in Malaysia was calculated as 4.53% of Gross Domestic Product (GDP) in 
2015 (Rasmussen et al., 2016). Presenteeism accounted for 3.24% of total absenteeism, 
while absenteeism accounted for 1.39% of total absenteeism. By 2025, the percentage of 
presenteeism is expected to rise from 3.24% to 3.30%, according to Victoria Institute of 
Strategic Economic Studies (VISES) forecasts (Rasmussen et al., 2016).

Presenteeism is quite common in all professions, businesses, sectors, and 
countries (Kinman, 2019; Soloviev et al., 2018). Previous presenteeism research has been  
concentrated on the healthcare industry, as opposed to other sectors such as education  
(Lui et al., 2018; Revuelta, 2014; Szymczak & Target, 2017). However, according to 
Panari et al. (2013), the education sector has the greatest presenteeism levels since this 
profession entails aiding, educating, and providing service to others, and workers are  
more likely to work, even though they are sick, to meet the basic requirements of others. 
In this respect, universities are the only organisations that focus on the dual fundamental 
roles of knowledge creation and transfer through research and teaching. 

Moreover, academics’ presenteeism, or the tendency to go to work while being ill, has 
influenced their presenteeism and subsequently, led to discontent with their lives (Omar et 
al., 2016). Academics devote a significant portion of their lives to their work and obligations 
in guiding others in the pursuit of knowledge. In this respect, the importance of education 
and the existence of those who guide and support this endeavour cannot be understated. 
As a result, teaching is regarded as one of the most important and fundamental vocations 
in any community (Barari & Barari, 2015). Furthermore, academicians cannot avoid their 
increasing obligations, which may negatively impact their performance and mental health. 
Education input, which includes government policies, infrastructure, facilities, financial 
assistance, and other aspects, all contribute to the production of high-quality students. In 
addition, the comprehensiveness of curriculum content, which includes excellent delivery 
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and evaluations, as well as cooperation between education providers and industry players 
all contribute towards preparing competent graduates, who will then give back to the 
community (Tian & Kumar, 2019). 

Internal communication is critical for the success of any organisation because it 
impacts employee productivity and organisational behaviour (Welch & Jackson, 2007). 
Communication is used in organisations to communicate goals and strategies at both vertical 
and horizontal levels of management. With effective communication at all levels of the 
organisation, everyone will be aware of their work-related objectives (Sadia et al., 2016). In 
this light, the present study aims to understand how effective internal communication can 
help reduce presenteeism among academicians in higher learning institutions in Malaysia. 
Additionally, this study aims to improve the academia’s knowledge of presenteeism, 
focusing on reasons of presenteeism, awareness and symptoms of presenteeism, as well as 
presenteeism's effects, in both public and private universities in Malaysia.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Presenteeism
There are two basic definitions of presenteeism that have been uncovered, according 
to Lohaus and Habermann’s work (2019). The presenteeism phenomenon is defined in 
the United States as a loss of employment productivity due to a person’s health worries 
(Rodriguez-Cifuentes et al., 2020). On the other hand, presenteeism is an European idea 
that emphasises workers’ attendance at work even when their health is poor, and they 
would be better off  staying at home. The purpose of the researcher’s alternative perspective 
in this work is to learn about both the causes and outcomes. Others have broadened the 
definition, focusing on being present yet functionally absent, and not just in the context  
of illnesses (Karanika-Murray & Biron, 2020).

According to previous studies, the financial cost and productivity loss caused by 
presenteeism is greater than that caused by absenteeism (Evans-Lacko & Knapp, 2016). 
Coming to work while sick, according to many academics, is more harmful and costly 
as low productivity is more costly than staying home (Hemp, 2004; Naoum, 2016). In 
the United States, for example, presenteeism costs $311.8 million per year, but medical 
treatments and prescriptions, absenteeism, and disability costs only comes up to $176.2 
million (Hemp, 2004). Data from many human resources management research suggested 
that the discussion over workforce productivity has shifted its focus from absenteeism to 
presenteeism, owing to the breadth of diverse illnesses, work conditions, and employees 
who prefer to work through their ailments (Halbesleben et al., 2014; Haque, 2018).

Factors of presenteeism
Although much has been written about the hidden costs of presenteeism and how it affects 
different groups of people (Miraglia & Kinman, 2017), there is a dearth of theories on 
how and why presenteeism occurs. Various factors may have an impact on an employee's 
decision to go to work despite being ill or sick. It is still uncertain as to whether a person 
who goes to work while sick is being subjected to contextual pressure (e.g., a normative 
cultural atmosphere that encourages presenteeism) or is motivated by self-interest (e.g., no 
backup for their expertise) (Mach et al., 2018), and this matter is still under investigation.

Employees may have good intentions, but they are motivated by a sense of obligation, 
as well as the significance and importance of their positions, or simply because they do 
not want to let their co-workers down. Furthermore, individuals report to work while 
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having an unstable health status, feeling ill, or suffering from physical or psychological 
illnesses. According to Morgeson and Humphrey (2006), a study is needed to look into 
work configurations that prolong the impact of the employment context (task and social 
variables) on employees’ decision to come to work. According to the findings of a recent 
meta-analysis on the correlates of presenteeism, stricter absence policies are linked to 
increased presenteeism (Johns & Miraglia, 2015).

A variety of individual and contextual differences have been found to play a 
role in workplace presenteeism. Miragalia and Johns (2016) analysed the key factors 
of presenteeism with a total of 175,965 employees from various nations, combining the 
findings of 61 studies. There was evidence for a dual-process model, in which presenteeism 
was predicted by both positive and negative elements (Miraglia & Kinman, 2017).

Due to economic downturns (and the consequent job uncertainty), financial 
reasons, strong commitment, work atmosphere, huge family burden, and time constraints, 
employees may feel compelled to attend work regardless of their state of health. As a result, 
presenteeism has been linked to lower employee productivity and workforce productivity 
(Hemp, 2004; Zhou et al., 2016). In fact, a worker’s low self-esteem is linked to psychological 
suffering. Furthermore, according to Löve et al. (2010), the probability of presenteeism is 
half  times higher among those who have high self-esteem.

Job or family conflict occurs when work responsibilities interfere with personal life 
on a regular basis, whereas family/work conflict occurs when personal problems interfere 
with a person’s capacity to meet professional obligations. Life pressures have long been 
connected to psychological distress and presenteeism, according to one study by Coutu 
and Nastasia (2015).

Physical discomfort does not stop employees with a high degree of responsibility 
from completing work on their own, rather than seeking assistance from others (Yildiz et 
al., 2017). Apart from that, they fear that their absence will have serious ramifications not 
just for individuals, but also for their organisation (Bierla et al., 2013). They are concerned, 
for example, that their absence may damage their reputation at the management level and 
produce problems with shift scheduling for managers and the firm.

Consequences of presenteeism
Presenteeism-related exposures vary by industry, but they are widespread among 
employees who work in positions that require a lot of interpersonal engagement (Lui et al., 
2018). Workplace issues such as increased workload due to personnel shortage, financial 
constraints from recession, and work environment factors may encourage employees to go 
to work while sick or impaired, resulting in presenteeism (Charbaji, 2018). Presenteeism 
has been associated to increasing rates of sickness absenteeism and has been highlighted as 
a risk factor for burnout. There is also a link between presenteeism and increased incidence 
of depression, according to several research (Suzuki et al., 2015).

Looking at the societal repercussions of presenteeism, it not only places a negative 
impact on business productivity and adds to an organisation's excess costs, but also has a 
detrimental impact on employees’ physical and emotional well-being (Zhang et al., 2020). 
Health problems as well as extreme job stress induced by heavy workload or job security 
worries, might make an employee feel poorly. Employees engage in presenteeism because 
they assume (or mistakenly believe) that by coming to work or spending more time there, 
they would be able to “control” or reduce their high job stress (Chia & Chu, 2017).

An existing study identified that apart from sickness presenteeism, Internet  
surfing, chatting, and procrastination also reduce employee performance (Yang et al., 
2017). Employees who are present at work but perform inefficiently despite earning a full 
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salary may impair a company’s or organisation’s production (Tuithof et al., 2017). The 
organisation, or in this case, both public and private universities, will spend a significant 
amount of money to cover the expense of absenteeism at work.

Long-term studies have demonstrated the financial cost of presenteeism, as well 
as its long-term influence on workers’ health and, as a result, on the productivity and 
finances of organisations (Allen et al., 2018). Presenteeism is recognised as a complicated 
phenomenon that is more than merely an alternative to the absence of illness, and which 
requires further investigations. Given this viewpoint, Cardoso Rocha Tavares et al. wanted 
to see if  noise exposure is a component that influences presenteeism (2020). As a result, 
those who experience presenteeism may have academic burnout in any teaching job, 
including elementary schools, secondary schools, colleges, and universities which can lead 
to dissatisfaction of life (Khan et al., 2014).

An engaged employee is happy with his/her work, fully engrossed in his/her activities, 
and feels a strong sense of purpose in what he/she does. Employees who are more engaged 
are less likely to take long-term sick leave, according to longitudinal studies (Rongen et al., 
2014), but less is known about how this affects working while sick. The repercussions of 
presenteeism on work productivity are described in this scenario. Thus, organisations must 
assess levels of connection that are suitable for workers' work duties, as well as limitations 
that should be set to avoid negative health-related effects which impair productivity (Ciolfi 
& Lockley, 2018).

METHODOLOGY

Participants were recruited from public and private universities across the state of Selangor, 
Malaysia. A total of 10 academics volunteered to participate. A structured interview schedule 
was constructed covering the academics’ experience going to work when not fit. Participants 
were told that they could express as much as they liked, and that their opinions were valued 
but that any identifying material would be anonymised. Fourteen open-ended questions 
excluding probes about their feelings when going to work and why they decided to go to 
work were designed. For example: How do you evaluate your condition when you decided to 
go to work or take leave? What led you to decide to go or stay at work when you were not fit? 

Age, gender, and ethnicity were also recorded. Most of the study sample were females 
(80%) working in public and private university in Malaysia. The number of employment 
years ranged between 2 and 10 years. The age of the academicians was 28 to 46 years old. 
Online interviewing was conducted due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Before the interview, 
the participants were assured their cooperation was voluntary, their personal information 
would be protected, and the collected data would be used only for research. All interviews 
were transcribed, and qualitative analysis of the transcription was conducted in the manner 
described in the following section.

A thematic analysis was undertaken using Braun and Clarke’s six-stage framework. 
The process is seen as organic and reflexive, requiring an “engaged, intuitive” investigator 
who considers “the ways in which they are part of the analysis making it a personal, and 
sometimes, even emotional experience” (Braun et al., 2015, p. 107). According to Maguire 
& Delahunt (2017), thematic analysis is a very flexible method, which offers a considerable 
advantage given the diversity of work in learning and teaching. 

Six steps are included in Braun and Clarke's six-stage structure. To begin, interview 
tapes were transcribed, and transcripts were examined for data recognition. Second, codes 
were created to indicate a category of data related to the study’s overall objectives. Third, 
the coded data were compiled, and an inductive approach was used to look for prospective 



Managing presenteeism among academicians through 
effective internal communication

156

themes. Fourth, the created themes were evaluated to confirm that each topic followed a 
consistent pattern, as well as to guarantee that an accurate thematic map of the complete 
dataset had been obtained, and they were debated by all four authors. Themes and sub-
themes were named and specified in the fifth step. Sixth, snippets from the transcripts were 
used to illustrate each of the themes in a report.

To determine the validity and credibility of the findings, a variety of approaches 
were applied. As a means of accuracy verification, the interviewer verbally gave feedback 
on the information acquired from interviewees during data collection. All the authors 
discussed the transcripts and emerging topics. Finally, the first author organised meetings 
with members of the public and private university administration to present the emerging 
themes and solicit feedback. The findings were found to be representative of the situation 
in public and private universities.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

The thematic analysis revealed three major themes: (1) factors of presenteeism,  
(2) awareness of presenteeism, and (3) consequences of presenteeism.

Factors of presenteeism 
Presenteeism is influenced by the perceived legitimacy of absenteeism. Certain illnesses and 
those that coincide with important work situations fosters presenteeism as absenteeism is 
viewed as less legitimate. Minor colds and mental health problems have frequently been 
reported as “illegitimate” causes of absence (Krane et al., 2014) whilst it has also been reported 
that individuals who are more easily replaced at work view absence as more legitimate. When 
asked about the reason for going to work even, when they are not fit, Participant 3 expressed:

“Heavy workload makes me stay until midnight; therefore, I feel exhausted. 
But If I am able to wake up and drive then I will go to work. I will make sure I 
will meet all the deadlines”

Based on the responses, the positive outcome is when they attend work despite feeling 
sick, they free themselves from all those burdens mentally. There is no pressure from the 
management to come to work. No one forced them to go to work. They think that coming to 
work is better than lying in bed not doing anything. It has been argued that organisational 
features are more influential than personal factors in encouraging presenteeism, but the 
influence of individual differences has also been examined. The role of academicians in 
general as instructors, mentors, and parental figures in higher education institutions will 
not be completely replaced by technological advancement. It is important for academicians 
to view changes in the world caused by technological advancements as opportunities rather 
than threats, by making an effort to learn, adapt, and share with relevant parties in order to 
upgrade themselves to be qualified and competitive with the rest of the world (Ramasamy 
& Lee, 2022; Salmon, 2019). As a result, attitudes, and orientations towards work, such as 
intrinsic motivation, feelings of fulfilment and satisfaction as well as job involvement and 
commitment, have been found to encourage people to work while sick.  Participant 7 had 
expressed the same feeling in this excerpt:

“Knowing that if I go to the office, I at least can do something rather than laying 
in my bed doing nothing. Seeing some random happy faces would influence a 
good mood in me too as I live alone and rarely meet others.”
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Participants explained that they engage in presenteeism when an illness is not 
contagious and/or so that they could cope with work demands. Coping depends on many 
other issues such as workload, teamwork and how well symptoms could be managed. This 
may indicate that dispositional character traits may play a role in encouraging presenteeism 
behaviour. As presenteeism is linked with positive occupational attitudes, such as feelings of 
responsibility and a desire to avoid work piling up, traits such as conscientiousness (one of the 
Big Five personality characteristics) may play a role. According to Anastasiei & Dospinescu 
(2018), the dimensions of Big Five are Extraversion, Agreeableness, Conscientiousness, 
Neuroticism, and Openness. Conscientiousness, which is defined as a person’s degree of 
organisation, persistence, hard work, and motivation towards goal fulfilment, has been 
found to be the most important determinant of presenteeism (Nandi & Nandi, 2014). It is 
characterised by three basic features: achievement orientation (hardworking and persistent), 
dependability (responsible and attentive), and orderliness (able to plan and be organised) 
(Yildiz et al., 2017). Personality traits, such as the Big Five, have received limited attention in 
the presenteeism literature and may warrant further study (Fiorini et al., 2018). Participant 9 
expressed her feeling on the factors of presenteeism as follows:

“My responsibility at work, my commitments, the deadline, the students, the 
promises I made to my team.”

Most of the participants were happy with their working environment. According 
to the participants, they have a positive and interesting environment but sometimes, work 
becomes challenging and require a strong commitment due to the massive workload. 
Luckily, the management is very understanding and encourages work-life balance. The 
management emphasises on the importance of achieving Key Performance Indicators in 
a smart way therefore, the participants were content with the freedom and personal space 
given. Participant 2 was happy to express that:

“Although working normally goes beyond office hours, but I can sense some 
freedom and how to manage my time to deliver my task. No pressure or stress 
from superior as compared to my previous workplace.”

Effective internal communication can potentially be the solution for many of 
the issues faced by organisations (Pažėraitė & Repovienė, 2018). Management plays a 
very significant part in communication at vertical and horizontal levels that impact on 
organisational objectives (Sadia et al., 2016). It is an important element in making sure 
that the academicians understand their roles and responsibility as well as to avoid stress. 
According to the participants, the most common reasons of presenteeism include workload, 
responsibilities, deadlines, avoiding any delays or cancellations in work, promises made to 
team members, obligations to students, to avoid having to carry forward extra work burden 
from sick days, believing in presenteeism or feeling responsible despite being ill.

Awareness of presenteeism 
The academicians interviewed did not display any awareness of presenteeism as a  
construct, however they did display some understanding of the phenomena from the 
perspective of university management as well as students’ expectations rather than from 
employee well-being. The academicians displayed a strong sense of responsibility for 
their class or subject; dedicating long hours to connect or keep abreast with the latest 
news or technology and were self-motivated. Academicians are driven by the need to be 
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continually present. This perspective of their understanding has impacted their attitudes 
and behaviours to such a degree that they are now the key drivers within the academia or 
education sector.

Findings show that one of the contributors of presenteeism is unclear expectations 
when it comes to completing a task. There are no rules set by the top management on the need 
for academicians to work overtime, however, several academicians felt that due to the lack of 
clarity, there is a need to complete tasks prior to the deadline given even if it requires them 
to work past midnight. The top management’s view with regard to their team’s presenteeism 
demonstrates commitment and dedication to the business as well as team solidarity. The 
industry itself could be a contributing factor for the difference in the attitude and approach 
of managers or top management as compared to employees. The continuous process of 
improving excellent service quality can only be rendered when managers are good leaders 
who are willing to listen and learn (Narayanan & Rajaratnam, 2019).

Based on the theory of leadership effectiveness introduced by Fiedler in 1967, 
effectiveness is dependent on the degree of predictability and control that leaders have in 
different circumstances (Konar, 2018). Organisations have an important role in reshaping 
attitudes towards taking sick leave, but few seem to have taken any action to reduce 
presenteeism. Reducing “unnecessary” absenteeism without encouraging people to work while 
sick is undoubtedly challenging, especially in organisational cultures (such as education) that 
expect and reward long working hours and a deep commitment to the job. Taking sufficient 
time off to recover from genuinely debilitating illness should be considered a responsible and 
healthy behaviour. Thus, more research is needed to help organisations in different sectors  
to design interventions to encourage staff to take time off sick when necessary. 

A minority of the participants were aware of their condition. The participants 
were demotivated and did not go to work if  they were experiencing bad health conditions, 
according to Participants 4 and 5.

“I will not go to work if I have painful migraine attacks, mentally exhausted 
physically immobile (like can't move due to menses), when I know I really need 
to sleep it off or nothing will work for me.”

“I will take into consideration whether my condition will be getting worse or 
not if I continue working on that day. If yes, I will take leave.”

Only 20% of the participants admitted taking an absence of leave if  they are not fit 
physically and mentally. The rest will be present at work even if  they are not fit. The main 
factor that drives this is their sense of responsibility, especially when they need to meet a 
deadline and have important things that need to be done. Attending meeting is another 
contributing factor. Participant 1 said that she will be more productive if  she goes to the 
office as stated here:

“When I have minor headaches/migraine, but I have urgent or important work 
to do, I will just go to work because I believe that I could be productive on that 
day. Being at the office makes me move actively, it gives me a working mindset 
to do something. If I can't take handle it, I have my own space to take a break 
for a while.”

The obligation to work makes the participants come to work. They will push 
themselves to be productive with a strong motivation and a positive mind. Being absent 
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will be a final option, only if  they cannot tolerate their illness. Participant 3 also agreed 
with Participant 1, she will also go to the office even if  she is not well.

“This also happens if I am feeling mentally exhausted. I will normally come to 
work, shut my office door, and do light work too. It does not necessarily make 
me happy, but at least I am doing something. However, if am in a totally bad 
condition and I really do think I need to take a rest, I will not come to work.”

Many participants demonstrated a similar attitude about going to work even when 
not fit. The participants expressed that this reflects their strong commitment to their 
workload and their colleagues. In other words, if  one goes to work partly sick, one would 
develop a bad conscience towards colleagues, as shared by Participant 5:

“The motivation of coming to work is high. I need to be in the office. Being at 
work forces me to move more actively and instils in me the desire to accomplish 
something. This also occurs when I am mentally exhausted. I usually come to 
work, close my office door, and do some light work. It doesn't make me happy, 
but at least I'm doing something. However, if I am in extremely poor health and 
believe I need to rest, I will.”

Thus, the majority of the participants go to work even though they are not fit 
physically or mentally. The symptoms that they experienced range from mentally unstable, 
no motivation to do work, as well as feeling tired, dizzy, not energetic, and demotivated. 
Participants 4, 6 and 9 had this to say:

“Seeing to a job albeit severely under the weather is foremost; a lot of people 
were chained to this job being done and over with. If I were to slow down, the 
chain of effects would be severe.”

“Worst that I cannot bear to communicate all day and need time to properly rest.”

“Feeling guilty if I am not coming to work even I know I would actually benefit 
from having some time off. End up, I am suffering and I am not happy.”

Only 10% of the participants were happy to come to work even though they were 
not fit. The majority of the participants feel less productive, cannot focus, and prefer to 
be alone. Although they admitted that their productivity would be low, the participants 
still did not consider themselves sick enough to require an absence of leave. Participant 1 
expressed her experiences with presenteeism:

“Sometimes it can feel draggy, like my work slows down. But if I don’t have 
to meet anyone in the case where I don't have any meeting or classes" and just 
stay in my office, I will normally feel at ease.”

Symptoms of presenteeism experienced by the participants were feeling moody, 
gloomy, sluggish, lazy, slow progress as well as not being productive. When asked to 
elaborate further, Participant 2 said:

“Like a ticking bomb; refuse to see students, just want to get things done. 
Avoided colleagues as well as I'm expected to be cheerful all the time.”
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“Colleagues notice about my presenteeism because normally I am a friendly 
and talkative. If I am not well and present to work, I will be quiet and won’t talk 
much with the colleagues. So, they know I may not be fit to work.”

Academicians from the same organisation realise their colleagues’ presenteeism and 
will react based on body gestures and non-verbal communication. In understanding that 
an individual needs space, other academicians will respect this and just leave them alone.

Consequences of presenteeism
Presenteeism might be hazardous not only to employees’ health but can also affect their 
work outcome. Being at work while having discomfort or illness can solicit negative 
responses, which trigger discontentment. Specifically, feeling pressured to work when feeling 
sick may dampen job satisfaction. Presenteeism is more common among academicians 
and there are positive and negative elements in presenteeism. On the negative side, it will 
cause low productivity and poor health conditions, physically and mentally. According to 
Participants 7 and 8:

“I am not comfortable and can’t really focus on my work, also try to avoid 
meeting my colleagues” 

“I feel upset, worthless, bad.”

Presenteeism-related exposure varies by industry, but they are widespread among 
employees who work in positions that require a lot of interpersonal engagement (Lui et al., 
2018). Workplace issues such as increased workload due to personnel shortage, financial 
constraints from recession, and work environment factors may encourage employees to 
go to work although feeling sick or impaired, resulting in presenteeism (Charbaji, 2018). 
Participants 7 and 8 expanded on their previous statements.

“I tend to skip meals even if I brought one or bought some. It just laid out 
uneaten and by the time I'm done with work, I'm just too tired to chew or food 
disgusts me at that point of time.”

“I totally lost the motivation or willingness to do any work.”

Continuous presenteeism could develop into a negative downward spiral of 
deteriorating health and increased pressure to commit presenteeism in the long run. 
Employees who go to work despite physical or psychological illness or discomfort, and 
deny themselves recuperation opportunities, may suffer from increased exhaustion and 
fatigue. 

When a clear message is delivered through the appropriate channels and tailored 
to the audience, it is said to be effective communication. In a company, this should result 
in employees understanding how their own work contributes to the company's goals, 
which helps to keep people motivated and engaged while also reducing staff  turnover. 
Furthermore, job satisfaction could diminish employee’s turnover intention (Farooq et al., 
2022).

Work values is a determinant that is likely to significantly influence job satisfaction 
and the effectivity of transformational leaders (Konar, 2018). Moreover, transformational 
leaders are also leaders who are willing to help employees when they face difficulties in 
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completing their tasks (Cheah, 2021). Several studies investigated work values of employees 
in different contexts and in extension, determined their effectiveness and behaviours (Maier 
et al., 2015). An interdependent social exchange relationship between employees and 
management is the result of an exchange of interests, which is rooted in communication 
and support among employees. Job stress involves communication and responses from the 
organisation, supervisors, colleagues, and staff  (Yang et al., 2017). Lu et al. (2013) also 
noted that employees who have experienced numerous presenteeism tended to describe 
their jobs as being stressful and unsatisfying.  Participants 2, 3, 6 and 10 offered a different 
point of view, however:

“I can complete some of my work or at least I don’t have to use my annual 
leave. Things get done, people can continue with their portion of work, I can go 
back to actually rest where things will pick up tomorrow. It usually does. I may 
be seen as a very committed person to my job/ work and I may be seen as a very 
responsible person to the work assigned to me. Manage to stay on track of my 
work schedule. Even sometimes I feel so stressful and burnout.”

“Less productive. I will only make sure my job (lecture) is done and that’s it. 
No other additional tasks like writing, grading, admin works, etc.”

“Very much affected. I will just give what I can give. Sometimes I feel anxious 
if there is some urgent or immediate work that came in during that day”

“We are definitely not be in our best state to perform efficiently as usual and of 
course it will affect our work performance on that day in delivering any task”

According to the responses, presenteeism leads to reduced job productivity, 
increased anxiety and sadness, and a deterioration of attention span and work-life 
balance. Internal communication is considered the pillar of any organisation because it 
affects the managerial and operational aspects of the organisation (Hanis Zainun et al., 
2019). This may be doubly useful for academicians who come to work ill, as they may be 
concerned that their performance will suffer as a result of their illness, or that their effort 
to turn up for work will not be appreciated or rewarded, or that they will be penalised for 
their underperformance. If  these concerns are not addressed adequately, the employees’ 
performance will indeed deteriorate. Work resources such as social support from colleagues 
and supervisors, performance feedback, and encouragement to develop skill sets, according 
to the Job-Demands Resources (JD-R) model, can affect positively motivational processes 
that lead to better work engagement and, as a result, greater job performance (Poulsen 
et al., 2016). Good communication with supervisors will lead to better job performance. 
On the other hand, Participants 1, 4, and 8 felt that there are positive consequences of 
presenteeism. 

“Nothing really. I am just looking for motivation to do something else rather 
than paying attention to my state.”

“Not fully productive, I probably complete some or half of the important task. 
But at least there is something.”

“Surprisingly, very well since I just want it to be done and over with.”
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Academicians are committed to their work and responsibilities. Traits such as 
high motivation to complete tasks and always thinking positive contribute to the highest 
numbers of presenteeism among academicians.

CONCLUSION

Presenteeism is not a new phenomenon, however, there has been relatively little research 
using academics as subjects and samples from Asian countries (i.e., Malaysia). The 
public’s understanding of the causes that motivate people to work while sick, as well as the 
consequences for employees, organisations, and the public, is expanding. The enjoyment 
of one's job, as well as feelings of pride, pleasure, and responsibility, were cited as reasons 
to go to work when sick. 

Similar findings have been proven earlier (e.g., Çetin, 2016; Mlakar & Stare, 2013), 
and their combination could indicate that work engagement, which has gotten little 
attention in the presenteeism literature, is relevant and warrants additional exploration. 
Organisations must keep track of how their workplace affects their employees. They must 
do so not just because it impacts the quality of life of employees, but also because it has 
an impact on organisational effectiveness. One of the challenges to good communication 
is the environment. The characteristic of the organisation and its environment, including 
power or status relationships, might influence message transmission. For instance, the 
flow and content of information might be hampered by a strained supervisor–subordinate 
relationship (Adu-Oppong & Agyin-Birikorang, 2014). Presenteeism can also be caused 
by employees' unwillingness to communicate with their boss about their health, personal, 
and work issues. 

Future research may explore further on the leader’s and organisation's perspectives 
of presenteeism. The current investigation, like other studies, has limitations. Because the 
study was done among Malaysian academics, the findings may be linked to the unique 
characteristics of the country’s higher education industry. As a result, the study’s findings 
should be interpreted with caution, and more research in various locations is needed to 
investigate different perspectives of the subject. Furthermore, even though academicians 
from a variety of public and private colleges around the country participated in this study, 
the findings were not intended to demonstrate distinctions between the institutions.

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 proliferation of user-generated websites that allow for independent postings has aided Gen Y’s 
adoption of the digital media platform. In fact, the results of the 2018 General Elections did not affect 
the decision of the Malaysian government to stay unrestrictive on the Internet usage policy. Moreover, 
there is no blocking system mechanism that can filter unwanted political content in cyberspace by far. A 
survey from Freedom House (2020) in assessing the level of internet freedom revealed that Malaysia 
scored 58% in Internet freedom compared to 64 countries around the world in 2019. Evidently, the 
openness of the public sphere is also the underlying factor that encourages Gen Y to become involved 
in social media. The purpose of this study is to discover the acceptance of user-generated online video 
as a platform for freedom and democratisation among Gen Y. Using a phenomenology approach, 
salient discoveries were obtained through in-depth interviews with 15 user-generated online video 
(UGOV) users residing in Klang Valley, Malaysia. The NVivo 11.0 software was used in the process of 
open, axial and selective coding. The interpretative phenomenological analysis was used to analyse 
the data. The results indicate that Gen Y is open to information and solutions that will provide a bright 
future for them. Be it organisational or individual postings, all informants are looking for holistic and 
balanced reporting or story in the video. Both types of postings are valuable because Gen Y is highly 
dependent on social media platforms such as UGOV for information.

Keywords: User-generated online video, Gen-Y, freedom, democratisation, YouTube
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INTRODUCTION

User-generated online video (UGOV) platforms, specifically YouTube have been described 
as integrated platforms which allow the user to generate content individually and upload 
content such as videos effortlessly (Cheng et al., 2013). The platform of video sharing 
represents the new dimension of the political information hub where the users are the 
youngsters utilising and engaging with other communities in the virtual sphere. Gen Y who 
held power in the previous general election has shifted from traditional mainstream media to 
user-generated online video content in which the power of virality functions as an alarm to 
spur the discussion among UGOV users. In this regard, the participation of youth has been 
revolutionary in Malaysia’s GE14 setting (Hassim et al., 2020). In fact, previous scholars 
have argued that Gen Y’s exposure to the media and an era of freedom of information  
have contributed to their disposition to be more vocal (Sharipudin et al., 2020).

UGOV has become a primary source to many netizens, offering alternative views 
rather than only relying on the mainstream media. Although UGOV has been utilised 
as a main source, other user-generated content such as Facebook and Twitter have also 
become the catalyst of political information which leads netizens back to YouTube. The 
networking characteristic enables users to link and share the video with other platforms. 
Not only are UGOV platforms such as YouTube a primary point of entry for netizens, the 
current and visual characteristics offered by this platform also knows no boundaries. The 
virality of the political information has also gained a critical mass which has engaged Gen 
Y in cyberplaces. These cyberplaces came about from the transformation of cyberspace 
that evolved from being just a “space” to a “place” where people interact and exchange 
information while at the same time find and clarify resources (Meek, 2011). As compared 
to the time before the emergence of UGOV, it is no longer a monotonous environment as 
YouTube is expanding the conceptions of engagement.

As it is common practice now to rely on YouTube as a primary source of political 
information and platform of democratisation, it has been observed that UGOV users look 
for fast, current, instantaneous, and visual information. As revealed by UGOV users in this 
paper, they have shifted from traditional mainstream media to UGOV as they perceive that 
the former does not provide both sides of stories. With information and narratives being 
controlled by the government, UGOV users decided to obtain truth from alternative media 
such as YouTube.

Further, the explosion of user-generated webpages which enables independent 
postings has contributed to the blooming use of the digital media platform among Gen Y. 
In fact, even the 2018 General Election results did not affect the decision of the Malaysian 
government to stay unrestrictive on the Internet usage policy. Moreover, there is no blocking 
system mechanism that can filter unwanted political content in cyberspace by far. A survey 
from Freedom House in assessing the level of internet freedom revealed that Malaysia 
scored 57% compared to 64 countries around the world in 2019 (2020). Evidently, the 
openness of the public sphere is also the underlying factor that encourages Gen Y to become 
more involved in social media. The purpose of this study is to discover the engagement of 
user-generated online videos as a platform for the freedom and democratisation of Gen Y.

LITERATURE REVIEW

According to Hemsley et al. (2018), social media, specifically YouTube inspires us to 
act in new ways, and that the politics of the platform which affect many stakeholders 
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are incorporated in those affordances. Although the overabundance of information can 
lead to user confusion, it cannot be denied that social media can also be used to promote 
well-being, facilitate social transient connections, and explore climate solutions. Previous 
studies indicate that UGOV has allowed active participation through what is seen as a 
democratic platform of engagement not seen in the older media formats (Barret et al., 
2021). In the context of Malaysia, as compared to other social media, a total of 23.60 
million YouTube viewers were reported in early 2022 (Global Digital Insights, 2022). 
Kaur (2016) expounded that youths aged below 34 years old form the biggest group of 
viewers of YouTube monthly. The statistic is just but one aspect that provides a rationale 
for examining the engagement of UGOV by Gen Y. 

For UGOV users, YouTube is more than just a medium of sharing. As Strangelove 
(2010) denoted, YouTube is not only an attempt by the amateur videographer to influence 
the viewers on how events are represented and interpreted, it is also the arena for the 
viewers to share common beliefs or engage with the digital culture. The ability of UGOV in 
connecting visuals to emotions has enhanced the democratic appeal and encouraged active 
participation through a two-way communication. As Beck & Spencer (2022) delineated, the 
potency of YouTube must not be underestimated. In fact, its “embedded” characteristics 
have enabled connections to other social and cultural networks that ultimately will virally 
spread the video. Although the user perceives this medium as different from one another, 
it is undeniable that UGOV not only encourages expressions, but also offers manifold 
standpoints which leads to greater engagement.

On the other hand, Lim (2013) denoted that the medium, particularly UGOV, which 
was once considered radical, oppositional, alternative and activist has now become the 
dominant culture or the new “mainstream”. In fact, the social media platform is also used for 
predicting results, measuring how public opinion changes after important political debates 
and how information gets spread through social media networks (Gruzd & Roy, 2014). 
Thus, citizens are now openly questioning, discussing, and even debating about the state of 
politics. Engaging UGOV as a platform of democratisation can be considered as a new and 
impactful form of mediation and also a tool that enables Malaysians, predominantly Gen 
Y, to attain peers, gain support, forge links, encourage political discourse and viral videos 
using other social network platforms. 

As highlighted by Cheng et al. (2022), the engagement of the user with the media 
has been recognised as an important antecedent to important expressions of personal 
attitudes and behavioural responses to mediated messages. Thus, the engagement with 
social networking sites naturally leads to the cultivation of meaningful relationships, 
specifically by getting involved or participating on commenting, expressing support and 
criticism as well as sharing information with social connections (Men & Tsai, 2013).

In their work, Muntinga et al. (2011) classified user interaction and involvement 
with UGOV sites based on three continuous engagement levels. Firstly, the lowest level of 
content consumption, for example, viewing videos, pictures and reading product reviews. 
Secondly, a moderate level of contribution to page content is a factor. For instance, rating 
the product, taking part in conversations or commenting on posted videos. Lastly, the 
highest level of creation refers to creating UGOVs. 

Rekhraj and Jayasainan (2014) considered engagement to include users  liking, 
reposting, commenting, tagging, tweeting, or even blogging about issues that eventually will 
boost the virality of the video. In the context of this study, engagement takes place when 
the user utilises UGOV by participating in sharing and liking, commenting, and criticising 
the content of the posted video and disseminating the content to other social networking 
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sites. All in all, as emphasised by Krotz (2011), because of the complex landscape today, 
the media is not constructed by technology alone, but is governed by the people in which 
the engagement and consequences of media usage will cultivate the individual behaviour to 
follow current events, even if  it holds a different understanding of the world. 

METHODOLOGY

A qualitative methodology was employed integrating the interpretative paradigm that  
allows the researchers to discover how people in everyday natural settings create meaning  
and interpret the events of their world (Wimmer & Dominick, 2014). Using the 
phenomenology approach, this strategy can also unravel explicit values that typify 
axiological assumptions. The researchers adopted Moustakas’s (1994) phenomenological 
procedure and guidelines to integrate the textural (what participants experienced) and 
structural description (how they experienced) (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). 

By employing this method, the informants were able to convey their thoughts, 
feelings, and experiences in their own words, free of limits imposed by fixed-response 
questions. Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) was employed since this study 
is participant-centred and focused on human lived experiences. The participants were 
viewed through the researchers’ experiential lens (Alase, 2017). The researchers used a 
member checking technique and an audit trail as tools for navigating phenomenological 
data gathering and analysis to assure rigour. The six steps in Stevick‐Colaizzi‐Keen IPA 
analysis process (Creswell, 2007) are presented in Figure 1.

The first  
author 

describes 
informants’ 
personal 

experiences

The first 
author forms 
the theme or 
meaning unit

The first 
author  writes 
a structural 
description 

The first  
author 

develops a 
significant 
statement

The first 
author writes 

a textural 
description 

The first  
author

incorporates 
textural and 
structural 

description 

Figure 1. Stevick‐Colaizzi‐Keen IPA analysis process

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

The findings reveal that UGOV users fully utilise UGOVs and are keen to search for 
information that will satisfy their political needs. It suits the character of Gen Y which is 
regarded as always eager to verify political information and being analytical regarding the 
videos that they watch. This platform has allowed Gen Y to reach their virtual peers, gain 
support, criticise, give honest opinions without fear, forge links and above all, to participate 
in political discourse. The UGOV users also rationalise YouTube as a platform of freedom 
and where democratisation can be achieved. The openness of the public sphere is also the 
underlying factor that encourages Gen Y to become involved in social media. In this study, 
the platform for freedom and democratisation perceived by UGOV users are manifested in 
four salient themes: acceptance of individual postings, freedom of expression, reaction to 
posted comments as well as vulgar words and inappropriate language.
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User-Generated Online Video

Gen Y (UGOV User)

Freedom of democratisation

Inappropriate Language

Gen Y (UGOV User)

Engagement

To gain 
response

Leads to

Leads to

Leads to

Political Posting

Figure 2. Superordinate themes that emerged from the IPA 

Theme 1: Acceptance of YouTube political postings
The explosion of user-generated webpages which enable independent postings has 
contributed to the burgeoning use of digital media platforms among Gen Y (Ana, 2019). 
The findings reveal that individual postings are perceived to be more individualistic and 
biased compared to the media organisation channels on YouTube, that use journalists  
who are trained to report more objectively. User acceptance towards YouTube political 
postings is mentioned in the following excerpts:

“Individual posting is a little bit harsh, and it doesn’t make sense sometimes. 
I know they have their own senses when they tend to actually post the video 
because. I believe they have their own opinion. But then again, the words they’ve 
been using, the content are too biased, thinking that they right all the time. I 
give you one example, when compared with Malaysiakini, Malaysian Insider, 
they have the journalist and right system of work. The journalists are objective 
to me. They don’t influence us directly. But it’s actually gives us a whole picture 
what is actually happened in different kinds of situation. So, when it comes to 
personal, it’s more like they are pushing us to actually let’s go... come join me... 
it’s not healthy that way and I don’t like it.” (UGOV User 10)

“I supposed to view a vlog means information that a person received has 
been filtered through their own biases and their own world view la. So, 
I prefer to watch at least some news... a certified... something which is 
designed by a news organization which at least I can understand has a bit 
of impartiality as opposed to somebody’s opinion because somebody’s 
opinion is just one view of the world, and it may or may not be accurate ya.”                                                                                     
 (UGOV User 14) 
 



Democratically speaking: YouTube as a voice of freedom among Malaysian Gen Y

172

The views given earlier demonstrate that media organisation postings on  
YouTube are the main choice for most of UGOV users as compared to individual postings. 
UGOV users also perceive that media organisations are more consistent in delivering 
information. Nonetheless, language is also a main concern for UGOV users, as the 
individual postings sometimes are delivered in a harsh tone which is totally unacceptable 
to UGOV users. However, UGOV User 9 and UGOV User 13 believe that some individual 
postings can be trusted, provided it offers both sides of stories:

“I watch most of them like this particular individual channel which shows from 
both side you know, like sometimes when you watch the video, you will said that 
oh, this man is slanted towards BN but after watching now I know he’s actually 
on the opposition side. So, I Prefer this kind of individual post rather than you 
can easily predict the person that you watch their video is actually you know 
like being obsessed to one side only.” (UGOV User 9)

“Basically, I believe more in the individual or amateur postings (pause). To 
me, although there are plenty of media organization channels on YouTube, but 
I still prefer the individual postings. It is more genuine. They are more sincere 
and have the courtesy to inform the society there and then, that’s how I see it.” 
 (UGOV User 13) 

Even though individual postings are only mildly accepted by the informants, both 
organisational and individual postings are seen to be relevant to them. This is because 
thorough judgement can only take place if  the source is objective and represents professional 
views. Although some of UGOV users thought that individual postings are vulnerable 
and media organisational reporting is more credible, the following excerpts represent their 
views on the importance of looking at as many sources as possible before conclusions 
could be made:

“I would like to justify based on many data I received, not based on a single 
source.” (UGOV User 1)

“I also want to hear from the news agencies. News agencies they at least 
they have their sources. I know that, ok.  I don’t think BERNAMA will lie. I 
don’t think Al-Jazeera will lie. So, they will l report based on known sources, 
that’s my opinion. But, if you listen to normal people, you know the normal 
people not to say that I disagree, they need to have a credible source.”                                                          
 (UGOV User 5)

Based on the findings, the young voters or Gen Y voters are open to information and 
solutions that they believe will give them a bright future. Be it organisational or individual 
postings, all informants look for a holistic and balanced reporting/story in these videos. 
However, both types of postings are valuable because Gen Y is highly dependent on social 
media platforms such as YouTube for information.

Theme 2: Freedom of expression
Cyber activism through social media paved the way for the Egypt Revolution, which led 
to a public protest that overthrew the government of President Hosni Mubarak (Abdulla 
et al., 2018). Widespread public discontent was manifested through street protests, 
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which became aggravated after government restrictions. The source for the rise of cyber  
activism was the suppression of freedom of speech and expression by the Egyptian 
government. Although the Internet penetration was low during the revolution, the 
campaign to topple the government was a success through the spread of information using 
social media as the main platform. 

In the context of Malaysia, we have yet to reach a similar revolution level, although 
several attempts have been made by political masterminds. This is due to the freedom of 
expression made available to citizens even if  they are not politicians or opinion leaders. 
For ordinary citizens like UGOV users, they admitted that the freedom of expression 
on YouTube is an advantage. They are also aware that YouTube does not censor bad or 
harsh comments unless there is a report made to remove such content and comments.  
The following excerpts provide details:

“Ya, it’s very free it’s like… I can compare the freedom of commenting on 
YouTube video channels as free as you know whatever you wanted to comment 
in news portals such as Malaysiakini or Malaysian Insider. You know you 
can see a lot of nice comment, bad comments but of course it’ll be edited by 
whoever actually in charge of the video but for YouTube I think its… people 
can freely give their feedback on any of the issues because I think for some of 
them who are actually commenting in Bahasa, they can be quite harsh. I don’t 
know whether they realise that YouTube can do nothing if you know this kind 
of comment. A news portal of course like Malaysia Insider and Malaysiakini 
they will filter some comments that are too harsh but for YouTube... that’s 
why I said. I try not to comment on YouTube because some of them are... you 
know you can’t make sense whatever they said, they are being too emotional 
sometimes.” (UGOV User 12)

“Ok freedom of expression (fast-talking), have article 10 general constitution 
I think yes Malaysian has been very free to give like any ideas and comments. 
Because so far my comments were never like...  automatically deleted... not so 
far. So, it’s still... we are free to express our idea...like we know... we have the 
communication act 1998 I think? And then but that’s why after all our Prime 
Minister wants to revise or make some amendment on that Act but, as long 
as that, that Act not executed or not being amended, we are still using our 
YouTube. After all, it’s very hard for MCMC to charge any people in terms 
of that Act because they cannot like to find the real person... maybe they have 
like IP internet protocol to find the person but it’s not as easy to charge them”    
 (UGOV User 13) 

“Yes. I think the platform allows near absolute freedom of speech of freedom of 
expression with very minimum intervention from the government or intervention 
from YouTube. I’ve seen some examples where people complain about certain 
comments, but it is not easy for YouTube to block or delete certain comments. 
They need to be very sure that the comment that has being posted can seriously 
harm anyone else. Ok, so in most cases YouTube they don’t censor, or they 
don’t delete or remove comments.”  (UGOV User 4)

“I believe in Malaysia they should be more freedom, they should be more be 
able to criticize the government because when we criticize something is not 
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because we are condemning. Let say when I evaluate my staff, sometimes I will 
criticize them. If you criticize that’s the only way they can grow. I mean of 
course you don’t want to keep saying good things. But if you saying good things 
how they gonna improve?” (UGOV User 5)

“Yeah definitely. It’s a good platform to voice out whatever that I don’t agree 
with. It comes to political views and so forth. On that note instead of just 
commenting I can state my own views or discussion with my friends and post 
it online as well. So it is definitely a good platform to express and share.”                           
 (UGOV User 6 )

“Ok, personally I believe we are free enough to give our opinion or feedback 
using this any kind of words or sentences compared to mainstream media 
because of course our mainstream media they are more construct content. So, 
on this platform I believe it is yes. It’s just that maybe if we are convincing 
people to maybe go against the government, I think maybe there will be an 
action to that. Maybe but I’m not sure.” (UGOV User 8)
 
This platform enables the public, mainly social media users to exercise their  

freedom of expression. By far, there are no restrictions on online content in YouTube 
as the viewers can freely watch and leave comments. This may be due to the fact that 
the authorities do not solely focus on the message or agenda spread through YouTube. 
Previous studies have elucidated that cyber regulation in Malaysia is still lacking  
and the ruling coalition failed to dent the opposition monopoly on media and information 
in cyberspace (Yangyue, 2014). In this research, the findings mirror the situation  
highlighted by Yangyue (2014) where the opposition is indomitable on this platform.

Theme 3: Reactions to posted comments
YouTube is a medium that mediates the commentaries associated with a posted video. 
This platform encourages viewers to negotiate the meaning or perception of the video with 
other viewers or the commenters (McMullan, 2015). In this study, most of the UGOV users 
prefer not to post their comments in the comment section. Instead, they would rather share 
the video and post the comment on other social media sites.  The reason given was that 
UGOV users have different opinions and do not know the person(s) they would be engaging 
with on this platform, should they decide to post a comment. Anonymity is another issue 
for UGOV users because if  the viewer or user comments without revealing their identity, 
the comment will turn out to be biased and self-centred. Most of the time, the comment  
section is used as a tool to voice viewer discontent as professed by several UGOV users. 
Some of the comments may provoke other viewers to prolong the argument within 
the community that watched the video and some of the comments may not embolden 
the discussion if  there are no constructive highlights in it. However, UGOV User 14  
commented that he tries to understand the issues in the video through the comments  
made by other users. 

Among all the responses alluded by the participants, the most obvious one is 
that UGOV users prefer to have an open discussion within their own social media circle. 
The findings evidently suggest that some of the UGOV users are reluctant to join the 
conversation on videos since they do not foresee where it will end up. However, UGOV 
users admitted that the comments posted on this platform were provocative most of the 
time, sometimes neutral, positive as well as negative. But still, UGOV users alleged that 
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the different sentiments voiced in the comments is a part of information sharing that takes 
place through unplanned discussions. The following excerpts clarify this notion:

“I can say myself as silent reader first you watch a video, for example, you have 
one (coughs) video today, generally you maybe understand the issue, so you 
read all the comments. The comments sometimes it’s provocative, sometimes it’s 
very… what you call it, very neutral, positive, and negative so I read everything 
so sometimes I came out with my own opinion somewhere else, I don’t want to 
join their conversation. Because I don’t want…first I don’t know who they are, I 
don’t think if we share some ideas in YouTube the impact it’s not big like when 
you share in Facebook or Twitter. When you share in YouTube just, yes, people 
watch video people rarely go to the comment but I read, I think most people 
don’t really go through all the comments.”  (UGOV User 2)

“Ya, if I were to comment something. I don’t think anything can change. It’s 
sound like somebody can say oh there’s one hundred people who dislikes ok 
lah. I put down the video. There’s no use voicing out comment if people are not 
going to respond. It’s like nothing can happen from you. It’s like maybe you 
comment something the more comments that you get the more likely the video 
is going to be viral. So, I think in that sense if you were to ask what’s the use 
of comment then I would say to make... to ensure the virality of the video.”                                                                         
 (UGOV User 5)

 “I never post a comment, but I love to read the comments. I will go through the 
comments section, but I will never comment anything cos I don’t know... I just 
don’t like to comment anything, so I just read ok.”      (UGOV User 9)

“Very polarized. And I think perhaps this is throughout the media, but people 
tune in and watch certain videos with their own bias opinion and because of 
the nature of YouTube comment box, the opinion that they give is usually very 
polarized and nobody wants to...  a proper conversation is very difficult… a 
proper discussion… a productive discussion is very difficult to find. And also 
you see people arguing with one another without concluding because everyone 
is just out to kind of win as opposed to discussing, ya.” (UGOV User 14) 

Although the commenters were perceived as polarised  and some were biased 
towards the parties they were aligned to, the participants believed that by commenting, it 
will stimulate participation and broaden the “room” for online democratisation. Although 
some of the participants refuse to join the discussion, because they would rather hyperlink 
the video to another social media network instead of getting involved with the argument, 
they still accept that it is through open discussions that knowledge can be developed and 
spread. 

Theme 4: Vulgar words and inappropriate language 
The usage of vulgar words and inappropriate language is like a “foghorn to the world” or 
in  simpler terms — an alarming number of language misuse issue among UGOV users. 
Cursing, criticising, defaming, personal attacks and bashing could be frequently seen in 
the comment section, mostly involving the government or a minister or politician from 
the ruling coalition. It seems that the user who leaves harsh comments has established his/
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her own perception and outright rejects any messages or refuses to accept any policies or 
suggestions, especially when it comes from the government. The experiences encountered 
regarding inappropriate comments in UGOV are shared here:

 “Owh... (chuckles) most of the comment is inappropriate. Very inappropriate. 
Straight forward and most of it [pause] apa hah… they use...  curse because that 
person cursed the political party and most of the comments that curse, criticize 
more on government side. The government...they criticize the government. As 
for me it’s not everything that the government did... what the government have 
made the decision not everything is not good. Everything that have being made 
by the government is first... for the sake of the rakyat but it’s because maybe 
some politicians that have messed up the situation. so, it’s somehow fuelling 
fire. So yeah.” (UGOV User 11) 

“Ok. Normally Malaysians are quite… you can predict what they say and then 
normally mostly negative. So, I already expect that if they say on GST issue or 
the oil price increase or any negative issue basically. People will give negative 
views and of course they will throw out profanities, they will say a lot of bad 
things about the... what kind of leader is this?... the country, they will comment 
a lot.” (UGOV User 6)

“Well, of course we cannot run away from vulgar words. For example, like 
stupid… stupid suggestion... stupid proposal. Please step down something like 
that.  (UGOV User 8)

According to Lee and Ma (2012),  offensive terms or vulgar words are commonly 
used in the era of social media. However, this study reveals that vulgarities should not be 
accepted as a deliberation of a democratic society. Although the participants are sometimes 
loud in giving their opinions, they prefer a cynical way of posting a comment, rather than 
using inappropriate language. To UGOV users, the implication of using bad words or 
language bounds back to the user. It reflects who they are. However, UGOV users believe 
that most of the commenters who use vulgar words did not disclose their identity due to 
non-committal motives. The real concern of UGOV users in exchanging opinions is that 
the user should be able to deliver his or her argument in a proper manner as the use of 
harsh words is not beneficial for any discussion. 

CONCLUSION

Despite the openness of the public sphere due to underlying factors that encourage 
social media discourse and engagement, UGOV users are selective in accepting political 
information particularly, when it involves individual channels. Biased and individualistic 
video content is unwelcomed and is avoided by UGOV users. As encapsulated by most of 
UGOV users, the individual channels are also often inconsistent in delivering information 
as compared to media organisations. Not only are the individual postings delivered in a 
harsh tone, but the UGOV users are also aware that unlike media organisations, individual 
reporting is perceived as an insusceptible position. However, thorough judgement can only 
take place if  the source is objective and represents professional views. 

Further, UGOV users prefer to have an open discussion within their own social 
media circle. However, UGOV users admitted that the comments posted on this platform 
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are varied. The different sentiments voiced by the comments is a part of information 
sharing that takes place through unplanned discussions. When a particular video becomes 
viral, the comments expand into a discussion. By commenting, UGOV users also share 
indirectly and add to the virality of the video. Thus, it can be concluded that the video gets 
an widespread outreach because it has an informational value. This paper also suggests 
that the virality of video content helps social media users to understand some issues better 
compared to the mainstream media. 

Notwithstanding, this study reveals that vulgarities should not be accepted as the 
way to make deliberations in a so-called democratic society.  The rough and unforgiving 
tone will only lead to misunderstandings and wrong interpretations. The utilisation of 
social media has influenced how the user engages with the information in a multifaceted 
dimension. Although it is undeniably complex, this platform has opened the door for the 
users to have their own polarised views. In observing the perspectives of the informants 
with regard to the utilisation of YouTube as a medium to aggravate discussions, it should 
be stressed that YouTube must be embraced as a platform that supports openness by 
permitting public critiques, which then leads to freedom of democratisation among the 
UGOV users.

In summary, YouTube is a powerful medium to uncover the wrongdoings of political 
parties or politicians. While Gen Y disparagingly observes and evaluates both opposition 
and ruling parties, as well as politicians, they do not blindly accept everything they see. 
Instead, they try as much as possible to make sense or rationalise an issue before making 
a judgment. Even though we have yet to reach the revolution level, freedom of expression 
of the citizen still exists. For ordinary citizens like UGOV users, they admit that freedom 
of expression on YouTube is an advantage. As far as the UGOV users are concerned, 
there are no serious restrictions on online content on YouTube as the viewers can watch 
and leave comments freely. This may be because the authorities do not solely focus on the 
messages or agenda spread through YouTube. 

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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