














From Mass Panic to Social Recovery: A Review on 

Indonesian Netizens in Dealing with Covid-19 
 

 

*1st Fathul Qorib  

Communication Department 

University Tribhuwana Tunggadewi 

Malang, Indonesia 

fathul.qorib@unitri.ac.id  

2nd Sulih Indra Dewi 

Communication Department 

University Tribhuwana Tunggadewi 

Malang, Indonesia 

sulih_d@yahoo.com  

3rd Akhirul Aminulloh 

Communication Department 

University Tribhuwana Tunggadewi 

Malang, Indonesia 

akhirulaminulloh@gmail.com 

Abstract— Corona outbreak has brought a disaster in 

Indonesia, both to physical and mental health. Within six 

months, 1,155 people have been infected by the deadly virus. 

Less than a month after the first Indonesians identified positive 

Covid-19 on March 2020, 9 million tweets on corona virus 

emerged in Twitter. The overflowing information in social 

media holds accountable for panic attack among the 

Indonesian society. This study aimed to identify the process of 

Indonesian society in dealing with corona through Twitter 

using social network analysis; not only on the panic, but also 

on social reconciliation in dealing with corona. Epidemic 

psychology model by Philip Strong was implemented to 

systematically and profoundly constructs the arguments. The 

findings imply the mass panic among the Indonesian society 

during the early emergence of the pandemic in March 2020 

(epidemic of fear). Thereon, the society expressed their 

awareness and thus jointly campaigned to obey the health 

protocol suggested by the government, called epidemic of 

moralization. Ultimately, the society began to demonstrate 

epidemic of action when many accounts were created to engage 

with social solidarity to promote real action in supporting those 

impacted by Covid-19. 

Keywords—Indonesian Netizen, Covid-19, Mass Panic, 

Epidemic Psychology 

I. INTRODUCTION 

Corona virus emerged as a trending topic with 34 million 
tweets since the 1st of January to 30th of June 2020 in 
Twitter all over the world. Since the 2nd of March 2020 
when the first Indonesians confirmed positive Covid-19, 
discussions on the virus overflowed in cyberspace. Not less 
than two million tweets tweeted since the 2nd of March to 
the last of June. This indicates that the issue of Covid-19 
became one of the most frequently discussed by Indonesian 
community at that time. 

Social panic springs up around the world once people 
encounter uncontrollable issue within their environment [1]. 
Covid-19 is one of the examples to describe the panic state 
created in human cognition [2]. The whole discussions, both 
online and in real world, have been dominated by deadly 
virus. However, such discussions do not convey our 
understanding on how the virus spreads asymptomatically. 

We need to conduct in insightful investigation on social 
media to understand this mass panic. Social media can be the 
main source of social panic as ensued to a group of people 
[3]. Along with social media, mass media can provoke moral 
panic and induce public anxiety [4]–[6]. Social media can be 

a source of cheap, easy, and fast information and eventually 
narrows down the information gap. Social media impulses 
broad-mindedness, creativity, and imagination to individual 
users [7]. At the same time, the society is likely come across 
information shuttering as a result of overwhelming and 
repeated information. Not to mention the disinformation, 
misinformation and hoax blown in social media platform that 
lead the social anxiety to soar.  

As social beings, humans correlate with physical and 
virtual social relationship [8]. The correlations bring out 
consequences, such as the decay of face to face social 
relationship, even the hardship in distinguishing false and 
true news [9]–[11]. Different from the previous times, today, 
nearly all human beings are connected through one network. 
All people are connected in one technology called 
smartphone and internet. In fact, smartphone have dominated 
97% of the use of information technology all over the world 
[12]. 

Smartphone consumption will continue to rise, even in 
several years ahead. The reason is the void of competitor to 
overthrow the smartphone features. All human needs are 
pretty much available on gadgets; television, radio, 
newspaper, including thousands of photos, music, and most 
importantly, they embrace the feeling of being connected to 
all of their friends through social media. Real world 
conversations are predominantly shifted to online and results 
in the overflowing and uncontrollable information, and thus, 
provokes two unsettling dualities among the society; leaving 
social media or stay tune.  

This is the reality faced by the Indonesian society as the 
fourth largest internet user in the world. Among population 
of 273 million people in 2020, 171 million are internet users 
(Internet World Stats, 2019). The use of internet in Indonesia 
has been dominated by 89,4% of chatting application and 
87% of social media [13]. According to the most recent data 
on January 2020, the social media users in Indonesia have 
reached 160 million people, with access data using 
smartphone up to338 million connections [14]. 

Comparing to daily internet use up to 6 hours and 43 
minutes a day (We Are Social, 2020), The Indonesians are 
considered as the most exposed to information on Covid-19 
in social media. Therefore, it is reasonable that people are 
influenced by information related to Covid-19 in Indonesia. 
In January – February, the government was confident that the 
deadly virus would not spread in Indonesia. On the 2nd of 
March 2020, the situation dramatically changed after the 
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President of Indonesia, Joko Widodo, announced the two 
residents of Depok, a city next to Jakarta, confirmed positive 
Covid-19.  

Soon after the announcement, information regarding 
Covid-19 was widely spread in Twitter. The shortage of face 
masks in Indonesia emerged as the most intense tweeted in 
Twitter as it directly related to each individual health. About 
87 thousand tweets in Twitter were related to the shortage of 
face masks. Out of 87 thousands of discussions, 11 
thousands were shared in Twitter timeline on the 3rd of 
March, one day after the Indonesian citizens were confirmed 
positive Covid-19. This is evident that the mass panic among 
the Indonesian society was resulted by the spread of corona 
in Indonesia.  

Following the panic due to face mask shortage, the 
Indonesian netizens were hit by another panic due to the 
scheme of lock down as had executed in other countries at 
that time. Globally, the discussion related to lockdown 
reached 2 million tweets, and 19 thousand tweets were 
initiated by the Indonesian netizens. Instead of proceeding 
with lockdown option, the Indonesian government 
implemented Large-scale social restrictions (LSSR) in which 
successfully gained 557 thousand tweets, higher than the 
number of tweets on lockdown. One of the most upheaval 
thing was panic buying with 6 thousand tweets.  

This scene reflects that the Indonesian society 
enthusiastically heed on Covid-19 issues. Everyone 
commented on social media and eventually led to the 
emergence of infodemic. The term of infodemic is defined as 
an information that overwhelms people's consciousness, 
some call it as tsunami of information [15]. The term of 
pandemic is associated with the spreading of disease at a 
wide range of geographical area. In addition, infodemic is 
related to massive but unsolutioned information spread due 
to the lack of media and health literacy [16].  

Correlation between the intensity on social media use 
(including online game and internet in general) with anxiety 
expressed by the users are high [17]–[19]. The anxiety is 
often associated with fear of missing out (FoMO), a state 
where an individual is fear of missing information and hence 
constantly accesses the social media or other source of 
information (Fabris et al., 2020; Jood, 2017). In terms of 
Covid-19, FoMO may cause problems as people tend 
towards the desire of knowing the latest social issues to build 
conversation and to socialize. 

II. METHOD 

The study focused on review on tweets in Twitter posted 
since January 2020 to June 2020. Referring to the theory of 
epidemic psychology, we explicitly categorize the research 
objects into two-time spans, January – February as the early 
stage of pandemic triggering the panic, March – April, when 
the Indonesian society started to understand Covid-19 and 
May – June, when tweets of the Indonesian netizens changed 
to social solidarity. We screenshot the interesting tweets that 
reflect concrete panic activities, explanations, and actions for 
in-depth analysis.  

The study was conducted using social network analysis, 
and Drone Emprit Academy (DEA) provided by Universitas 
Islam Indonesia, to manage the quantitative data of tweets in 

Twitter. This application enabled the researcher to find 
whole needed tweets, from technical data (number and types 
of tweets) to tweets quality (positive/negative sentiments, 
emotion on the tweets). The qualitative data was analyzed 
based on the epidemic psychology model by Philip Strong 
(1990) to generate an understanding on the Indonesian 
society internalization process in dealing with Covid-19. 

III. RESULT AND DISCUSSION 

The travelers are the most potential virus carriers in 
which the virus may spread faster to other countries [22]. 
Thus, many countries start to band any flight from other 
countries to their countries. However, instead of the 
travelers, social media spreads the fear in even faster way 
than the spread of the coronavirus itself to the whole world 
[23]. Often times, the extreme use of social media makes 
events published in social media seem to happen in each 
individual’s real world.  

Not to mention the use of social media altering from 
temporary to primary needs. People embrace social media 
with their emotion as if directly communicate with others, 
including their way of responding information in social 
media. Hence, they express their panic on issues they view 
on social media, the same way as they express their emotion 
towards issues in real world as before social media evolved 
into the fame.  

Information on Coronavirus and people infected by the 
virus through social media may affect public psychology and 
arouse the feeling of panic, rebellion, fear, boycott to those 
suspected as virus carrier, panic buying on supplies, and 
stockpile medical equipment for personal benefit [28][31]. 
And such behaviors best describe the situation in Indonesia. 

A. Epidemic of Fear 

All discussions on Covid-19 along with the variants, such 
as; lockdown, panic buying, personal protective equipment 
for health professionals, work and study from home, social 
distancing, to crowdfunding, emanate in social media. 
Twitter, in particular, has been one of the most powerful 
social media in Indonesia. Twitter has the biggest base in 
Indonesia after Facebook and Youtube. In 2019, not less than 
22,8 million Indonesians used Twitter and strengthened their 
position at the top five of  the biggest Twitter user in the 
world [26]–[29]. 

 

 Total tweet in Twitter within six months since the 1st of January 

2020 

This plague has threatened the health stability of the 
whole society and chaos in social media. Discussion on 
corona outbreak in Twitter reached 2 million mentions. The 
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2 million mentions were dominated by tweets since the 2nd 
of March 2020 after the President of Indonesia, Joko 
Widodo, announced the first Indonesians confirmed positive 
Covid-19. Everyone sees that corona impacts on people’s 
daily lives [30], [31]. The fact signifies that the panic 
occurred as corona hit Indonesia faster than they thought.  

On 18th of May 2020, there had been 96 thousand 
mentions regarding Covid-19 in a day. This is the highest 
number since the 2nd of March to 30th of June. 
Unfortunately, the top mentions were discussion on troubling 
issue where people assuming terrorists acted on behalf of 
Islam and used the pandemic to shoot Syrians. This religious 
issue was imposed to strike down some government critics 
by calling them as guerrillas of ISIS and Al Qaeda. This 
issue emanated some fears and concerns. We found that the 
information was originated from a Twitter account called 
@ID_H1LMY84 that no longer active and we classified it as 
buzzer, account that generates negative issues in Indonesian 

politics. 

On figure 3, we see the seeds of heroism conveyed in 
Twitter, where a nurse, Ari Puspita Sari, who was having 4-
month of pregnancy, reported died of Covid-19. This tweet 
was retweeted 14,878 times and liked by 35,808 people, 
meaning 50 thousand people shared the information. When 
we do the like (push the love button means like), the 
information will appear on our homepage and will be visible 
to our followers. Despite the clarification that the 
information was hoax, and Ari Puspita Sari and her 6-month 
year old fetus were still alive, this in fact, reflects that 
information related to Covid-19 brings about psychological 
concern and panic to Indonesian society.  

The panic worsened with the issue of panic buying 
started from 2nd of March 2020. People was hit by confusion 
as people were scared to go outside due to coronavirus and 
thus provoked massive buying on supplies. The second panic 
buying hit Indonesia on 14th of March 2020 when the 
government suggested the people to do all of their activities 
at home. This was associated with temporary holiday of 
education institution and the implementation of study from 
home and work from home. The third wave of panic buying 
occurred on 19th of March when 308 confirmed positive 
Covid-19 and 25 died.  

Panic buying can be defined as buying behavior on 
buying large quantity of products in anticipating possible 
shortage in the future [32]. During the pandemic, people are 
worried about the scarcity of supplies and their buying 
behavior is attempted to sustain their lives. Spontaneity in 
panic buying behavior is difficult to anticipate by the 
government as it happens quickly and massively [33]. 
Although this panic buying does not merely happen in 
Indonesia, this remains as a social problem impacting wide 
range of society and affects national economic condition. 
Psychologically, panic buying affected by consumer 
behavior, anxiety, uncertainty, and media exposure [34]. 

Any issue related to coronavirus abruptly became popular 
in Indonesia. Not only panic buying or corona outbreak 
attracting fantastic responds from the netizens, but also other 
issues, such as lockdown, LSSR, government preparedness, 
prohibition on homecoming, and online learning. Big cases 
such as LSSR responded by 557 thousand tweets with 49% 
positive sentiments and 44% negatives. The online learning 

issue had been one of national issues discussed by 198 
thousands of netizens, with 48% positive sentiments and 
49% negative sentiments out of total tweets.  

The data suggests the panic wave happened among 
Indonesians from Covid-19. Critics regarding the 

government weakness in handling Covid-19 was one of the 
reasons people hit by the panic. Survey by Indo Barometer 
conveys that until last of April 2020, two months after the 
first Indonesians confirmed positive Covid-19, the public 
level of trust to the ability of the government in handling this 
virus, shrinks down (Bayu, 2020). The reasons said to be 
state institutions that did not seem to cooperate one another 
in handling coronavirus to massive rapid test that had not 
been conducted in Indonesia. On the contrary, results on 
survey conducted by same institution in March 2020 suggest 
that the public trust towards the government was 64,3%. 

B. Epidemic of Explanations 

People evolve in dealing with the world issue; moreover, 
Covid-19 is one of the biggest crises in the history of human 
being in 21st century. Those with the ability to adapt with the 
physical and social environment begin to search for 
explanation on how Covid-19 works. Such attempt is to 
understand the whole information regarding the crisis so as 
to attain the confidence that human being can survive. The 
crisis might bring out terror, panic, and war, nonetheless the 
crisis provides myriad chances to understand the world in a 
better way.  

The second concept of epidemic psychology conveys the 
information that after the crisis, human being will start to 
find reasonable explanations related to the crisis. Many 
people were deceived by wrong explanations, even believed 
in conspiration in any great crisis emanating in the world. 
This is normal, as the human are troublesome living in the 
state of ignorance. Any explanation conveying information 
regarding the origin to the future of a crisis will be trusted.  

In seeing the Covid-19 handling, the society initiated to 
be open to understanding in hoping that coronavirus would 
stop immediately. In case of face mask shortage, people were 
anxious as the face mask was perceived as symbol of their 
life savior from the virus that attacks human respiratory. This 
was affected by massive information reported by the mass 
media and social media regarding the face mask shortage. On 
29th of February 2020, BBC News Indonesia reported the 

 

 

 Top mention in Twitter on 

conspiration of ISIS during Covid-

19 pandemic 

 

 

 Top retweet in Twitter 

on the death of a nurse and her 

fetus from Covid-19 
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long line for face masks in Daegu, South Korea, and 
retweeted 1,188 times with 2,023 likes.  

The second highest number of retweets was when the 
netizen criticized the government for not handling the face 
mask shortage, and rather prioritizing formula to increase the 
number of tourists. Tweet from @jansen_jsp was retweeted 
765 times with 2,735 likes. Compared to topic discussed by 
the netizens in April 2020, people who were aware of how 
mask could help preventing corona transmission, directly 
tweeted to suggest the whole people to use face mask. This is 
called as epidemic of moralization. This is when many 
people aware and began to be new agents in sharing 
understanding on the use of face mask to the public. 

 

 Tweet from 

@AzzamIzzulhaq on 

3rd of March 2020 

 

 Tweet from 

@regapwg on 3rd of 

March 2020 

 

 Tweet from 
@ditsamaptapmj on 7th 

of April 2020 

The above tweets describe the issues of face mask, from 
panic to moralization. The first figure represents the opinion 
gathering from @AzzamIzzulhaq stating possible 
conspiration related to the face mask shortage in Indonesia. 
Figure 5 presents the same pattern that the face mask was in 
shortage, with a few moralization massages by @regapwg. 
The person suggested the netizens to tear their face masks 
before disposing them to prevent ‘irresponsible parties’ from 
re-using them. The second tweets reflect the fear and thus in 
line with public panicking. Different from tweets in March, 
figure 6 presents more peaceful tweets in which suggesting 
all netizens to use face masks without expressing fear and 
panic.  

In addition to face mask issues, the netizens began to 
conduct moral activities to attract massive awareness on 
some issues related to Covid-19, such as Large-Scale Social 
Restrictions (LSSR) in some provinces in Indonesia. In 
addition, people suggested all netizens to obey the rules so 
that Covid-19 would stop soon. This was provoked by many 
cases when people disobeying the health protocol in which 
resulted in the increase number of positive coronavirus from 
day to day. The people consciously called for obedience to 
LSSR in which classified as the wave of epidemic of 
explanation or moralization. 

C. Epidemic of Action 

The holocaust of Covid-19 that is happening nearly all 
over the world cannot be taken lightly. Netizens must face 
the night mare in their real world that seem to never end. 
Thus, those who had awaken from the panicking called for 
an act to solve the Covid-19 issue. Some might not be 
realized, however, their exclamation to act can be called as 
action. Action means to perform various actions involving 
two people, three people, or even thousands [25]. 

Actions by the netizens may create positive and negative 
effects. During pandemics happened in the previous years, 
from Black Death in Europe, Syphilis in Italia, Swine Flu in 
Mexico, to AIDS in more modern age, oftentimes led the 
blame on certain groups of people. All plagues were started 
from mass panic and finding the black sheep that eventually 
ended with violence against a group of people assumed to be 
the cause of the plague [35]. However, in case of Covid-19, 
no actions lead to a group of people attacked by massive 
violence. There is a difference to positive direction as a result 
of knowledge that explains correctly about the pandemic.  

The followings are actions provoked by the Indonesian 
netizens regarding LSSR. There was a wave where the 
society began to desire that the Covid-19 would stop soon, 
and thus they wanted to exclaim others to obey the 
government rules. In my opinion, this exclamation tends to 
positive direction in which the netizens were not provoked 
by the buzzer blaming a group of people, either to group of 

government-pro or contra [36]. 

 

 Tweet from 

@ridwankamil on 19rd 

of May 2020 

 

 Tweet from 

@CiaClarissa2 on 

19rd of May 2020 

 

 Tweet from 

@CiaClarissa2 on 19rd 

of May 2020 

Note: Figure 7,8 and 9 demonstrate tweets suggesting others from various 

circles to collectively comply with LSSR as initiated by the government to 

stop the spread of Covid-19 in Indonesia 

 

Action demonstrated by the Indonesians were not limited 
to activities in the internet, but also in real world. Covid-19 
that initially triggered the panic attack, eventually promoted 
social solidarity. Despite the concern on Covid-19, this 
plague was no longer fearsome. Many people had started to 
go outside without obeying the health protocol and results in 
the increase dramatic number of positive Covid-19 from day 
to day. Social solidarity in Twitter conveyed people to stay at 
home and limit their activities outside.  

Some public participants were recorded by Kompas as 
evidence that the Indonesians were not apathetic to the 
plague. Tailors in Malang, tailored hazardous materials to 
create personal protective clothing (APD) to be distributed to 
many people without delivery cost. After the actions 
performed by tailors in Malang, Faculty of Dentistry UGM 
tailored the same APD and distributed them to the whole 
region in Java without delivery cost. Following the actions, 
Faculty of Social and Political Science of UI raised public 
funds for canteen sellers of Balsem in the area of the faculty 
as they were economically impacted during the campus 
holidays.  

The Medical Faculty of UI produced hand sanitizers to be 
distributed to clinics, schools and hospitals. The famous 
designer of Indonesia, Anne Avantie, produced face masks 
and APD to be distributed to 400 hospitals all over 
Indonesia. From various social media platform, it was 
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reported that the influencers raised public funds and 
conducted their own personal donations to support the 
Covid-19 victims. This was just a small part of solidarity 
reported by the media or the ones that went viral in social 
media. I believe there are many social actions performed out 
there in helping each other.  

Other finding conveys the emotional data from Twitter 
netizens that changed to ‘joy’ and ‘trust’. From the 
perspective of data on explanation, moralization, and action, 
the society could have changed from negative emotion such 
as fear, panic, angry, and sad to joyful emotion and 
confidence. The followings present the public trust that 
Covid-19 would end soon or at least could be prevented by 
the health authorities. 

 

 The Emotions of Indonesian Netizens on Twitter from March To 

April 2020 

The number of netizens believing that the condition in 
Indonesia would be better in facing Covid-19 was 31,7 
people out of 2 million tweets. Despite the many netizens 
feeling sad (25.6 thousands), the condition is normal in 
considering that the plague lefts a deep sadness for many 
people. Whoever tweeted about face masks, work from 
home, study from home, or solidarity actions to help the 
impacted people, should be feeling sad as recorded in Twitter 
mood. People anticipating were reflected by 23.1 thousand 
tweets. It is important to notice that Indonesians are moving 
from panicking to new normal with Covid-19. 

IV. CONCLUSION 

Indonesian society has learnt valuable experience in 
2020. Covid-19 that was first found in China, has attracted 
many people’s attentions to put discussion on the topic via 
Twitter. Social media as the object of this study is a 
representation of real-world society using the media to 
connect with others using virtual codes. The widely spread 
information regarding Covid-19 does not come along 
without an issue. The overflowing information brings out 
panicking and fear in the society.  

In the perspective of epidemic psychology, there are 
three big stages occur in the society when being faced with 
plagues, such as Covid-19, including epidemic of fear, 
epidemic of explanation/moralization, and epidemic of 
action. This perspective describes the stages of people 
dealing with Covid-19 in Indonesia, from panic to peace in 
the middle of the plague. The first stage is two million tweets 
regarding Covid-19 during the last six months. The face 
mask shortage triggers the first panic in the society, and 

followed by positive cases arises, shortage of self-protective 
equipment for medical professionals, rapid test, and new 
normal.  

Such panic wave is not eternal. In the second stage, many 
people had come to their sense and initiated to campaign and 
suggested others to obey the health protocol by wearing face 
masks, performing physical-distancing, using hand sanitizer 
and regularly washing their hands after going outside. The 
netizens changed from panicking to contagious awareness. 
Some netizens initiated to share information related to 
prevention, treatment, and other information that did not 
merely related to suggestion to other people to be aware.  

The final stage of epidemic psychology is reflected by 
collective actions by netizens to conduct real action. 
Numerous ways were performed by the netizens in 
persuading others to do the same actions. Many government 
and private institutions raised public funds to buy supplies 
for those impacted by Covid-19. Some influencers in social 
media, artists, and ordinary people in all over cities in 
Indonesia acted together to support each other during the 
pandemic. They moved together to help, and built social 
solidarity in helping others impacted by Covid-19.  

This yields in public trust that Covid-19 would eventually 
be preventable, although not completely removed. The 
people started to obey the new health protocol with ‘new 
normal’. Although the people were panic in the beginning, 
currently 31 thousand people put their trust on the health 
authority to lead the people in dealing with Covid-19. 
Thousands of people are still expressing their sadness as 
shown in tweets, however, the situation is still normal as 
their posts related to this plague as each post related to this 
plague will cause emotional instability. Finally, we can see 
that the society has moved forward from panic since March 
2020 to coming to their terms and acting the new way of life 
since the last month. 
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