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To analysis on media reports and the 
reported effects on human behaviour; 
specifically during the Corona Virus 
(COVID-19) outbreak.
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The COVID-19 outbreak that began in December 2019 in Wuhan, China has caused 
a huge pandemic across the world and the world responded with measures to 
contain it; including the Movement Control Order (MCO) conducted in Malaysia. 
These measures are conveyed through media but unfortunately are also marred 
with misinformation or even fake news that caused panic and confusion; which in 
turn causes chaos in the public.

The media and the Internet have the power to 
affect individuals’ health-related perceptions and 
to replace information obtained from health 
experts.

Mainstream media is defined as the collection 
of large mass news media that is capable of 
influencing, shaping and reflect the thoughts of 
the public at large.
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Information relayed to the public is highly 
important especially during an outbreak 
situation. 

Concern about the COVID-19 pandemic is 
driving an increase in media consumption. 
In between the start of the outbreak and to 
date, various media played their roles in 
information dissemination. 

INTRODUCTION

STUDY DESIGN
Qualitative analysis on reported area

DATA COLLECTION
March to July 2020 (Phase 1 - 3 of MCO)

TARGET POPULATION
Reported media and responses towards 
these media

ETHICAL APPROVAL
Medical Research Ethics Committee (MREC)
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REPORTS EXTRACTED
508 reports extracted revealing 4 main
themes with multiple sub-themes
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THEME 1:
COMMUNICATION

CHALLENGES

SUB-THEME 1
Accuracy of
information

disseminated
Needs to be vetted

Accurately portrayed
Tone must be empowering

Tone must not
Meant to scare

SUB-THEME 2
Reach of

information
Needs to be widespread

and as far reaching
through various

channels

SUB-THEME 3
Trust in

information
At the beginning was 

severely lacking
Trust for Ministry of

Health (MOH) gradually
increased

SUB-THEME 6
Resource

allocation
Vital in ensuring

communication and 
services reaches to the

target audience

SUB-THEME 5
Handling of

misinformation
Need to be managed in a

decisive, but not totalitarian 
that stops the spread

and reduces widespread
panic

SUB-THEME 4
Fake news /
Information

Misinformation can cause
distress
panic
riots (worst case
scenario)

THEME 3:
DEVELOPMENT
& EVALUATION

OF MEDIA & PUBLIC
COMMUNICATION

SUB-THEME 1
Communication

plans and chain of
command

Must follow a standardized
process that is credible

and through a clear
chain of command

SUB-THEME 2
SME and expertise

essential to process
Input from scientists and 

subject matter experts (SME) 
are critical in formulating 

key messages and
developing plans or

materials SUB-THEME 3
Outcomes in

assessing
communication

effectiveness
Various methods can be used 

in assessing effectiveness
of communication and

its effect can be
fairly prevalent

THEME 4:
AMPLIFICATION

OF RISK

SUB-THEME 1
Traditional and

social media
The mix between traditional 

and social media can 
effectively influence the

public

SUB-THEME 2
Experts in providing

information
Especially in infectious 

disease experts, physicians 
and hospitals are perceived 
as the best public influencer 

in communicating
information

SUB-THEME 3
Government

agencies in managing
the event

Have a strong role to play
in influencing the publics’ 

behaviour through
regulations and

management

SUB-THEME 4
NGO’s role

(NGO’s) can also help 
manage the crisis

especially NGO’s that are
familiar to the

public

SUB-THEME 5
Negative effects

Sometimes media reporting 
can cause undesirable

reactions due to
misinterpretation and may 

cause panic; especially
during disease

outbreaks

SUB-THEME 6
Individual privacy
Public concealment to

information especially on
individual’s identity is 

necessary to avoid
unwanted attention or 

cause backlash

THEME 2:
COMMUNICATION
CONSIDERATIONS

AND MEDIA

SUB-THEME 1
Clear and

understandable
recommendations

& messages
Needed to be easy for

news media and targeted
audiences to
understand

SUB-THEME 5
Media &

Networking
Relationship with

media is imperative as the 
information conveyed by 

media who themselves act
as a tool in information

dissemination

SUB-THEME 3
Credible

spokesperson
A single or several key

spokespersons are 
imperative in delivering

accurate
information

SUB-THEME 4
Communication

tailoring towards
sub-groups

Tailoring of messages,
recommendations and

materials is essential to
ensure the information can

be easily understood
and accepted

SUB-THEME 2
Rapid & accurate

information
dissemination

Needs to be disseminated
as fast as possible

“Lim’s advice to ministers and deputy 
ministers is that they should make 
sure that any statement they make 
either in a personal capacity or on 
behalf of the ministry (including 
social media posts in official and 
personal accounts) is vetted 
thoroughly by a PR team to ensure 
there is no miscommunication.” (The 
Star, 04-2020)

“…coming from a back door government with 
back door answers, instructions questions, 
better to see SKY NEWS they have good 
suggestions.” (Comment for Are face masks 
mandatory? Public in dilemma over conflicting 
instruction/Malaysiakini/23-03-2020)

“Kajian juga menunjukkan kebanyakan orang 
menjadikan pihak berkuasa kesihatan 
antarabangsa dan tempatan sebagai sumber 
maklumat yang paling dipercayai mengenai 
COVID-19, diikuti sumber berita antarabangsa 
dan tempatan” (Covid-19 Malaysia tempat 
pertama paling ramai positif jaga 
kebersihan/Berita Harian/ 06-03-2020)

“The Health Ministry has warned the 
public against spreading fake or 
unverified news on Covid-19, as they 
face being dealt with in accordance with 
the law.” (Bernama, 03-2020)

“At the same time, while freedom of 
expression shall be respected, any 
disagreement and doubt on how 
effective the authorities handle the 
outbreaks should be turned into a 
constructive proposal for the betterment 
of our response system.” (Bold, quick 
decision warranted against Covid-19/ 
NST/30-03-2020)

“The decision to use Majlis Keselamatan 
Negara to coordinate to indicate a 
security approach is commendable. But 
MKN has all the while been acting as a 
secretariat. There is a need for a 
ministerial rank National Security 
Advisor to be appointed at some point, 
while the Health Minister should be 
semi-permanent member of the Sidang 
Khas MKN meeting chaired by the Prime 
Minister until the pandemic ends. MKN 
must also consider setting up an 
advisory panel made up of healthcare 
professionals and scientists to make 
sure that the decisions they take are 
scientifically sound.” (Malaysia, prepare 
for the 'war effort' againts covid-19/
Malay Mail 19-03-2020)

“ "Basuh tangan anda sebelum 
dan selepas mengendalikannya. 
Sementara itu, Kementerian 
Kesihatan (KKM) akan bekerjasama 
rapat dengan Jabatan Veterinar 
untuk nasihat lanjut mengenai 
perkara ini," katanya dalam satu 
hantaran di Facebook.” (Elak 
jangkitan Covid-19, basuh 
tangan selepas sentuh haiwan 
peliharaan - Dr Noor Hisham/
mStar/06-04-2020)

“Tinjauan pendapat umum pelbagai negara yang 
dilaksanakan syarikat pembuat produk antiseptik dan 
penjagaan diri, Dettol dan Lysol, RB dan agensi penyelidikan 
pasaran, Harris Interactive, mendapati berlaku peningkatan 
kesedaran untuk membasuh tangan sehingga 76 peratus. 
Selain itu, hasil kajian membabitkan 11,000 orang dewasa 
di 11 negara itu turut mendapati Malaysia menduduki 
tempat kedua dari segi tahap kebimbangan mengenai 
penyebaran COVID-19, iaitu sebanyak 91 peratus, berbanding 
negara lain.” (Covid-19 Malaysia tempat pertama paling 
ramai positif jaga kebersihan/Berita Harian/06-03-2020)

“Malaysia is amazing!” This was 
one of about a thousand 
responses from Japanese 
netizens to a tweet praising 
Malaysia’s guidelines to its 
people in the wake of the 
Covid-19 coronavirus disease 
outbreak in China.” (Japanese 
citizens hail Malaysia’s response 
to Covid-19 outbreak on social 
media/Malay Mail/20-02-2020)

“Dr Noor Hisham�s praises also 
brought about unwanted 
publicity for Dr Sanjiv, which 
affected his sons as they were 
stigmatised in school.” (The life 
of a Covid-19 frontliner: 'My son 
thought I was dying'/The 
Star/01042020)

“They need to hear from authoritative public 
figures they know, trust and believe.”(Keeping our 
seniors safe from Covid-19/The Star/27-03-2020)

“As I have said right from the very beginning of this 
crisis. There should be ONE and ONLY ONE outlet 
for information on the lockdown and the pandemic. 
And information should preferably come from 
professionals AND NOT FROM POLITICIANS.” 
(Comment from Are face masks mandatory? Public in 
dilemma over conflicting instruction/Malaysiakini/
23-03-2020)

“Selain itu, pihaknya mahu memastikan 
penyebaran maklumat yang tepat dan terkini 
mengenai COVID-19 kepada umum melalui 
laman web, media sosial dan rakan 
kerjasamanya.” (Covid-19 Malaysia tempat 
pertama paling ramai positif jaga 
kebersihan/Berita Harian/06-03-2020)

“The next time the Prime Minister appears on 
television, it would be good if he operates 
from the Pusat Pengurusan Operasi Negara 
(PPON) and shares the detailed statistics as 
well as briefing the people on appropriate 
measures taken by the entire government 
across Ministries. The people need to know 
what is going on apart from being told to 
“duduk di rumah diam diam”.” (Malaysia, 
prepare for the 'war effort' against 
covid-19/MalayMail 19-03-2020)

“A social media post by a Malaysian doctor 
urging the public to adhere to the 
government's restricted movement order 
(RMO) has triggered a #StayAtHome and 
#KitaJagaKita (We take care of ourselves) 
campaign on social media.” (Covid-19: Two 
Malaysia hashtags, including #StayAtHome, 
trending in the country/Ther Star/19-03-2020)

“Dr Gee's message, amid heightened worries 
about the coronavirus pandemic around the 
world hit the right note, as officials have 
complained that while 60% of Malaysians 
heeded the government's advice to stay at 
home, the remaining 40% didn't seem to have 
heard the message.” (Covid-19: Two Malaysia 
hashtags, including #StayAtHome, trending in 
the country/Ther Star/19-03-2020)

“Noor Hisham said the ministry was working 
with the United Nations High Commissioner 
for Refugees to ensure that refugees and 
asylum seekers were also involved in the 
government’s Covid-19 prevention and control 
activities, and to locate Rohingya people who 
might have been at the Tabligh gathering.” 
(Police action if patients hide info, says health 
D-G/Free Malaysia Today/21-03-2020)

“The government is not choosing between people's wishes and 
safety. The government chooses between saving the economy 
and saving the lives of people who most likely will die anyway 
soon because they already have a bunch of chronic illnesses.” 
(Comment from Denis Nosaev on The new normal post 
covid-19/Letter-Malaysia Kini/28-05-2020)

“Our mortality occupies our thoughts much more these days. 
There is hardly any comforting news for older people. There is 
constant reminders that older people are the most vulnerable to 
Covid-19.” (Keeping our seniors safe from Covid-19/The 
Star/27032020)

“These netizens hailed the 
Malaysian government action 
in putting out an advice 
through the Ministry of Human 
Resources (MoHR) on Feb 6 to 
check the spread of Covid-19 
in Malaysia.” (Japanese 
citizens hail Malaysia’s 
response to Covid-19 outbreak 
on social media/Malay 
Mail/20-02-2020)

“Health Director-General 
Datuk Dr Noor Hisham 
Abdullah has again 
clarified that one should 
only wear a face mask if 
they show symptoms.” 
(The Star, 23-03-2020)

RESULTS
Four main

themes

“As the nation grapples with the 
spread of the Covid-19 outbreak, 
authorities cannot seem to agree 
on whether the use of face masks 
by the public should be made 
mandatory or not.” (Are face masks 
mandatory? Public in dilemma over 
conflicting instruction/MalaysiaKini/ 
23-03-2020)

We would like to express our gratitude to the Director-General of Health and Deputy 
Director-General of Health (Research and Technical Support) Malaysia for allowing this 
presentation. We would also like to express appreciation for all the support from all parties 
that have contributed directly or indirectly to complete this study.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Chomsky, N (1997). "What makes mainstream media mainstream", October 1997, Z Magazine.
Jin, Y, Austin, L, Vijaykumar, S, Jun, H & Nowak, G 2019, 'Communicating about infectious disease threats: Insights from public health 
information officers', Public Relations Review, vol. 45, no. 1, pp. 167-177.
Lavinia Suciu (April 3rd 2019). Introductory Chapter: Discourse and Discourse Analysis. A Retrospective Approach, Advances in Discourse 
Analysis, Lavinia Suciu, IntechOpen, DOI: 10.5772/intechopen.82823
Lee, C. J. (2008). Does the internet displace health professionals? Journal of Health Communication, 13(5), 450-464. doi: 
10.1080/10810730802198839.
Vijaykumar, S., Jin, Y., & Nowak, G. (2015). Social media and the virality of risk: The risk amplification through media spread (RAMS) model. 
Journal of Homeland Security and Emergency Management, 12(3), 653–677.

REFERENCES 

Although information cannot be fully controlled, better management can be applied to 
outbreak incidences via proper information

CONCLUSION

Pre-emptive information dissemination via a singular, formal channel 
to avoid misinformation or spread of fake news 
Constant updates to targeted population or sub-population through a 
trustworthy spokesperson would allay speculation and answer all 
impending questions 
All experts should corroborate in talking in the same language to avoid 
conflict of information that can lead to further confusion

RECOMMENDATIONS
The following recommendation can be applied to future outbreaks:

(This poster was presented at 22nd NIH Scientific Conference 2021)


