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The COVID-19 pandemic, with its attendant supply chain disruptions and restrictions on internal movement, has been associated with frequent episodes of panic buying both in its initial phase and in subsequent waves. Empirical evidence suggests that news media content and consumption are important determinants of attitudes and behavior during the pandemic, and existing research both before and during the pandemic suggests that panic buying can be influenced by both exposure to media reports and their specific content. This pilot study was conducted to assess the quality of media reports of panic buying during the second year of the COVID-19 pandemic, using two independent measures of news article quality. Seventy news reports of panic buying across 12 countries, covering the “second wave” of the pandemic from January 1 to December 31, 2021, were collected through an online search of media outlets using the Google News aggregator. These reports were analyzed in terms of the content of their reporting, based on existing research of the factors driving panic buying during the COVID-19 pandemic. Each report was scored for quality using two different systems: one based on an existing WHO guideline, and one based on the work of a research group which has published extensive work related to panic buying during this pandemic. It was observed that a significant number of reports contained elements that were likely to amplify, rather than attenuate, panic buying behavior, and that the quality of news reports was generally poor regardless of pandemic severity, cultural values, or freedom of the press. On the basis of this evidence, suggestions are offered to improve the media reporting of panic buying and minimize the risk of fear contagion and imitation.
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INTRODUCTION

The term “panic buying” refers to the excessive purchasing of groceries and other essential supplies by a large number of people in response to a threatened or actual disaster (Taylor, 2021). More precisely, panic buying has been defined as “the phenomenon of a sudden increase in buying of one or more essential goods in excess of regular need provoked by adversity, usually a disaster or an outbreak resulting in an imbalance between supply and demand.” (Arafat et al., 2020a). Panic buying is commonly observed following natural disasters and during outbreaks of infectious disease (Campbell et al., 2020). The global COVID-19 pandemic, caused by the respiratory coronavirus SARS-CoV-2, has caused unprecedented social and economic disruption on a global scale, both directly and as a result of the measures instituted by local and national governments for its containment (Chu et al., 2020; Schippers, 2020; Panneer et al., 2022). This has resulted in frequent and world-wide episodes of panic buying, both during the initial phase of the pandemic (Arafat et al., 2020b) and during subsequent “spikes” or “waves” in case numbers (Al Zoubi et al., 2021), generally in the context of stringent containment measures (O'Connell et al., 2021). Though understandable as a response to the threat of scarcity, panic buying tends to exacerbate shortages of food, medication and other essential materials, leading to a worsening of food insecurity and consumer anxiety (Erokhin and Gao, 2020). “Common-sense” methods of curbing this behavior, such as exhortations not to panic from public authorities, appear to be ineffective (Taylor, 2021). Thus, it is important to identify factors that may trigger, exacerbate or maintain panic buying, as these may offer alternative targets for prevention and control strategies (Zhang and Zhou, 2021).

As with any complex learned behavior, panic buying has been studied in terms of biological, psychological and social factors (Rajkumar and Arafat, 2021). Biological explanations include the activation of fear-based responses via the limbic system and autonomic system in response to fear-inducing images, such as visual images of empty shelves (Alchin, 2020) and the activation of evolutionarily preserved behaviors akin to hoarding in response to resource scarcity (Rajkumar, 2021). Psychological explanations include individual variations in threat or risk perception, tolerance of uncertainty, fear of infection and its consequences, self-efficacy and locus of control, as well as a need to control negative emotional states, such as sadness or anxiety (Cooper and Gordon, 2021). Social factors include peer pressure and imitation, cultural values such as individualism and materialism, and broader influences related to media exposure, social media usage and government and retailer policies (Jin et al., 2020; Keane and Neal, 2021). In addition to these, local and regional disease severity and transmission appear to have a direct impact on panic buying during disease outbreaks (Qiu et al., 2018; Keane and Neal, 2021).

Among the broader social factors affecting panic buying, the influence of the media in general, and of social media in particular, have attracted a significant amount of attention from researchers. It has been observed across several studies that the time spent in using social media, the individual's level of trust in the accuracy of social media reports, and the sharing of COVID-related posts on social media are associated with an increased likelihood of panic buying (Arafat et al., 2021a; Islam et al., 2021; Li et al., 2021). However, social media often reports or amplifies news items from more “conventional” mass media sources, such as newspapers or television (Arafat et al., 2021b; Leung et al., 2021), and people in low- or middle-income settings who spend less time online may be likely to rely on these sources for information related to the pandemic (Ng and Tan, 2021). Thus, it is plausible that the content of mass media reports on panic buying can influence the likelihood of this behavior in a given individual.

The influence of the media on human behavior is not always deleterious. Media can shape human attitudes both explicitly and implicitly (Berlin and Malin, 1991; Stryker, 2003) and this can lead to desirable changes in behavior. This has led to the development of media-based interventions for specific, health-related behaviors. Evidence for the efficacy of these interventions has been noted in the case of safe sex (Keller and Brown, 2002), suicide prevention (Niederkrotenthaler et al., 2010), healthy eating practices (Englund et al., 2020) and prevention of tobacco use among youth (Hair et al., 2019). However, a systematic review of mass media interventions for health purposes found that for other behaviors, such as physical exercise and reduction in alcohol use, there was no consistent evidence of efficacy (Stead et al., 2019). In some cases, media advice can have unintended negative consequences. For example, media information on healthy eating or ideal weight can lead to depressed mood or eating disorders in vulnerable individuals (Pearl et al., 2015; Munsch et al., 2021).

A key determinant of the influence of a media report on attitudes and behavior is its specific content. For example, a media message on healthy dietary practices that places undue emphasis on an “ideal” weight or body shape may lead to disordered eating, while one which provides information on healthy food components may not have this effect (Munsch et al., 2021). Similarly, a media report on suicide that sensationalizes the act, or presents it as acceptable, may lead to an increase in suicide attempts, while reports that provide only essential details and encourage those with suicidal ideas to seek help have the opposite effect (Niederkrotenthaler et al., 2010). In a similar way, the content of media reports of panic buying can influence the likelihood of an individual either engaging in panic buying or choosing alternative behaviors. For example, images or video clips of empty shelves, crowding in shops and supermarkets, or disputes between shoppers over scarce resources, when included in a news report, might serve as powerful cues for the amplification of panic buying. Conversely, providing accounts of individuals who did not resort to panic buying, or providing information on how to purchase essentials responsibly to ensure that there is no shortage, might have the opposite effect (Arafat et al., 2020c; Schmidt et al., 2021; Coleman et al., 2022).

Several studies have examined the specific content of media reports related to panic buying during the COVID-19 pandemic, and some have attempted identify specific “negative” components that could contribute to panic buying (Arafat et al., 2020a,b,c; Kolluri and Murthy, 2021; Coleman et al., 2022). However, it is not clear if such “negative” components actually have a significant impact on panic buying, and if so, what the magnitude of this effect is compared to other variables such as individual psychological vulnerability, pandemic severity and social media usage (Huan et al., 2021; Stevens et al., 2021). Nevertheless, the analysis of existing media practice in reports of panic buying – particularly during subsequent waves of the COVID-19 pandemic, when the initial “shock” effect has passed (Stevens et al., 2021) could still be of value on precautionary grounds, as it could aid in the formulation of media guidelines on the responsible reporting of issues related to shortage and scarcity in the context of pandemics and other disasters.

The current study was carried out with the aim of assessing the “positive” and “negative” content of media reports related to panic buying using two independent sets of guidelines: one derived from the widely-used WHO guidelines on the reporting of suicides (World Health Organization, 2008) and one based on research during the COVID-19 pandemic (Arafat et al., 2020d). As a secondary objective, the correlation between the scores obtained using both sets of guidelines was computed to obtain a measure of convergent validity.



METHODOLOGY

The aims of the current study were: first, to describe the contents of media reports of panic buying in relation to the COVID-19 pandemic during the year 2021, and second, to analyze the contents of these reports using two independent sets of guidelines as a benchmark.

Data sources: News articles containing the terms “panic buying”, “hoarding” or “stockpiling”, alone or in combination with “COVID-19”, “pandemic” or “lockdown”, and published between January 1, 2021 and January 1, 2022, were obtained from the Google News aggregator. This time period was selected as it represented a time when most countries had recovered from the initial “wave” of the COVID-19 pandemic, but several countries experienced second or third “waves (Thakur et al., 2021; El-Shabasy et al., 2022). News reports of panic buying during the first “wave” of COVID-19 have been analyzed extensively in an earlier study by another research group (Arafat et al., 2020c). Only news items pertaining to panic buying in a specific country or region were included in the analysis; editorials and general commentaries, or articles describing panic buying from a global perspective with no reference to specific local circumstances, were excluded. A total of 126 reports were screened for inclusion in the study. After removal of (a) updates or alternate versions of the same report from the same media outlet, and (b) news items not related to panic buying, 75 news articles were screened for inclusion in the study. Of these, 3 were excluded due to restrictions by the researcher's national government, and two were excluded as they were editorials summarizing the results of published research on panic buying in scientific journals. The remaining 70 articles, originating from twelve different countries, were included in the analysis. This process is depicted as a flow diagram in Figure 1.
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FIGURE 1. Flow diagram depicting the process of selection of news articles for analysis.


Extraction of specific contents: All articles were examined to identify specific factors that were mentioned as triggering or maintaining panic buying, using similar methods to the earlier study conducted during the first “wave” of COVID-19 (Arafat et al., 2020c). The classification of content items was based on prior research (Arafat et al., 2020d) and a systematic review of the factors associated with panic buying in individual studies (Rajkumar and Arafat, 2021). Each individual news article was evaluated in its entirety, including the title, content, and any subsequent updates to the article in question. If multiple updates were provided, information was extracted from all of them, but the article was counted as a single item. If articles included images or videos, these were examined to assess if their content could trigger panic buying (Alchin, 2020; Arafat et al., 2020d; Taylor, 2021).

The content extracted from each news article's title and text was classified under the following headings:

1. Pandemic-related factors (increase in case number or new variant, labor shortage due to isolation of infected workers)

2. Individual and family factors (individual psychological variables, “priming” from earlier episodes of panic buying, presence of children in the household and individual economic difficulties)

3. Sociocultural factors (social contagion, concurrent political unrest, distrust of the government by the local community, and cultural values)

4. Government policies (lockdowns or movement restrictions, non-COVID policies such as Brexit in the United Kingdom, poor or ambiguous communication)

5. Retailer policies (increase or decrease in the price of goods, increased advertising of specific goods)

6. Supply-related factors (disruption of existing supply chains, scarcity induced by panic buying, temporary disruption due to environmental factors such as floods)

7. Media-related factors (social media exposure and mainstream media exposure).


Evaluation of Article Quality

After the collection and tabulation of descriptive data, each article was evaluated according to two sets of guidelines.

1. The first set of guidelines was derived from the WHO guidelines on the reporting of suicide (World Health Organization, 2008). In their original form, these guidelines consist of ten key principles (Table 1). However, four of these principles are not applicable to panic buying, namely reporting the means of suicide, reporting the site of a suicide, reporting celebrity suicides and showing consideration for the family of the victim(s). A fifth item, pertaining to the placement of stories in a newspaper, could not be assessed as the current study relied on online news reports. The remaining five principles were used to analyze reports omitted when analyzing reports as follows: Does the article title contain terms that sensationalize or dramatize actual or threatened shortages, or which encourage panic buying?

2. Does the article text contain words, sentences or arguments that sensationalizes or normalizes panic buying, or presents it as a solution to real or threatened shortages?

3. Does the article contain images (e.g., empty shelves) or videos (e.g., consumers fighting with retailers) that could trigger panic buying?

4. Does the article attempt to educate individuals about panic buying and how to minimize or avoid it (for example, by teaching coping skills, or discouraging excessive use of social media)?

5. Does the article provide information on local resources or agencies (such as a local government helpline) that can be contacted in case of a shortage of essentials?


Table 1. Existing media guidelines on suicide reporting and their relevance to panic buying.
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The modified WHO guidelines are summarized in Table 1. An examples of how a given article was evaluated using the guidelines, is provided in Table 2. Articles adhering to a given guideline were given one point for that particular item, while those which were non-adherent were given a score of zero for the concerned item; thus, an individual article's total score (“WHO score”) could range from 0 to 5.


Table 2. Sample analysis of news articles using the modified WHO guidelines.
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The second set of guidelines was based a publication by a research group with extensive experience in the field of panic buying during the COVID-19 (Arafat et al., 2020c), and are referred to in this paper as the “Arafat et al. guidelines”. This research group divided the content of media reports related to panic buying into six “positive” and eight “negative” items. “Positive” items include discussions of government action, expert opinion, and individual psychology, addressing the issue of rumors, discussion of the impact of panic buying, and suggestions for remedial measures. “Negative” items included mentioning panic buying in the title, mentioning causes of panic buying such as shortage, displaying images or videos of panic buying, referring to past incidents of panic buying, blaming the public, blaming retailers, blaming the government, and dramatization or sensationalization of panic buying. These items were used without any modification. A complete list of the items, and an example of how an individual article was evaluated using these guidelines, is provided in Table 3. Articles were awarded one point for each “positive” item and−1 point for each “negative” item; thus, an individual article's total score (“Arafat score”) could range from +6 to−8. For each article, both the total Arafat score and the sub-scores for positive and negative items were computed.


Table 3. Sample analysis of news articles using the Arafat et al. guidelines.
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Assessment of the Influence of External Factors on Media Reports

Earlier research on media reporting during the COVID-19 pandemic has suggested that the content of news articles is crucially influenced by local pandemic severity (Ng and Tan, 2021), the cultural value of collectivism (Ng and Tan, 2021), and the level of freedom accorded to the press in a given country (Roukema, 2021). Thus, in a secondary analysis, this study also examined whether these variables influenced the content and quality of media reports related to panic buying, as measured using both the modified WHO and Arafat et al. guidelines. Pandemic severity was assessed using national prevalence and mortality rates for COVID-19, obtained from the Johns Hopkins University of Medicine's Coronavirus Resource Center (Johns Hopkins University of Medicine, 2022). National levels of collectivism were assessed using the Global Collectivism Index, which is the first truly q19global measure of this cultural value (Pelham et al., 2022), while freedom of the press was assessed using Reporters Without Borders' Press Freedom Index (Reporters Without Borders, 2021), which has been used in the earlier study cited above.

Data analysis: Descriptive statistics (frequencies and percentages) were used to summarize the distribution of individual content items across news reports. To assess the convergent validity between the two measures of news article quality used in this paper, Spearman's correlation coefficient was computed for correlations between the following pairs of parameters: (a) WHO—Arafat total, (b) WHO—Arafat “positive”, (c) WHO—Arafat “negative” and (d) Arafat “positive”—Arafat “negative”. Spearman's coefficient was computed as these variables did not conform to a Gaussian distribution. All these analyses were two-tailed, and a value of p <0.05 was considered statistically significant.




RESULTS

A total of 70 news articles were included in this study, originating from the following 12 countries: Australia, Canada, China, India, Indonesia, Malaysia, New Zealand, Singapore, Taiwan, Viet Nam, the United Kingdom and the United States of America. In terms of relative frequency, the highest numbers of reports were from the United Kingdom (19), followed by Australia (16), India (10), the United States of America (6), Canada and China (5 each), New Zealand (3), Viet Nam (2); there was one report each from Indonesia, Malaysia, Singapore and Taiwan.

All news articles reported at least one “cause” or “reason” for panic buying. The number of reasons for this behavior reported in individual articles ranged from a minimum of 1 to a maximum of six, with a mean of 2.63 and a standard deviation of 1.05. In contrast, a little over half of the included articles (39/70; 55.71%) discussed methods of minimizing or controlling panic buying.

Causes reported for panic buying in the news article are summarized in Table 4. The most frequently cited causes were a local increase in the number of COVID-19 cases (42.9%), actual or announced lockdowns (41.4%) and actual scarcity of specific items (32.9%). Other frequently reported causal factors were the “vicious cycle” of panic buying leading to shortages and further panic buying (21.4%), exposure to panic buying cues via social media (21.4%), governmental policies not related to COVID that caused supply chain disruptions (15.7%), individual psychological factors such as fear of starvation, intolerance of uncertainty and a sense of insecurity (15.7%), “social contagion” through imitation of others (11.4%), labor shortages due to COVID infection (11.4%), and environmental factors such as storms or flooding which damaged roads and delayed the movement of essential supplies (11.4%). Of note, only two reports (2.9%) flagged media coverage in mainstream outlets as a potential driver of panic buying.


Table 4. Causes for panic buying cited in news articles.
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Twelve of the 70 articles studied (17.1%) provided direct advice to readers not to engage in panic buying, and encouraged more rational purchasing practices. Other methods mentioned as being potentially useful in controlling panic buying in these articles included advice or reassurance from the government (21.4%), advice or reassurance from retailer or supermarket staff (11.4%), and changes in retailer policy to improve the availability of essential supplies (7.1%). A complete list is provided in Table 5.


Table 5. Methods to reduce or control panic buying cited in news articles.
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When using the modified WHO scale, individual news articles received scores from 0 to 4 (mean 1.99±1.00) indicating a generally low article quality; no article received the maximum possible score of 5 on this scale. When using the Arafat et al. scale, individual news articles received scores from−6 to +3 (mean−1.89±1.92), again indicating a low article quality. The mean score for the “positive” Arafat et al. subscale was 1.54±1.34, and no article received the maximum score of 6 for “positive” news coverage. The mean score for the “negative” Arafat et al. subscale was 3.43±1.25, indicating that articles scored substantially higher on “negative” than on “positive” items by this measure.

The correlation between the modified WHO and Arafat et al. quality ratings, though significant, was modest (Spearman's ρ = 0.24; p = 0.043), indicating a low degree of convergent validity between these measures. The modified WHO score was more strongly correlated with the Arafat et al. “positive” subscale (ρ = 0.57, p <0.001), indicating a substantial agreement between these measures; however, the correlation between the modified WHO score and the Arafat et al. “negative” subscale was modest but statistically significant (ρ = 0.24, p = 0.048). The Arafat et al. “positive” and “negative” subscales were not significantly correlated with each other (ρ = −0.09, p = 0.442), indicating a lack of overlap between them.

When mean quality scores for each country were examined, it was found that Viet Nam scored the highest (3.00), and China the lowest (1.60) on the modified WHO scale. When the Arafat et al. scoring system was used, the highest and lowest scores were assigned to Canada (1.40) and India (-3.70) respectively. No significant difference was observed between countries classified as “high-income” and “low- and middle-income” in terms of mean modified WHO or Arafat et al. quality scores.

On examining the relationship between news article quality and external factors, the mean modified WHO score for each country did not correlate significantly with COVID-19 prevalence (ρ = 0.49, p = 0.108), COVID-19 mortality (ρ = 0.32, p = 0.306), cultural collectivism (ρ = −0.10, p = 0.753) or the Press Freedom Index (ρ = 0.29, p = 0.358). Similarly, the mean Arafat et al. quality score for each country did not correlate with COVID-19 prevalence (ρ = 0.34, p = 0.275), mortality (ρ = 0.40, p = 0.193), collectivism (ρ = −0.35, p = 0.258) or the Press Freedom Index (ρ = −0.27, p = 0.401). No significant correlation was observed between these variables and either the “positive” or “negative” subscales of the Arafat et al. score.



DISCUSSION

The current analysis of media reports during the second year of the COVID-19 pandemic reveals certain significant facts. First, panic buying is represented in the media as a complex phenomenon, arising from individual, social and disease-related facts, with at least one or two “causes” mentioned in each article. This is in contrast to news items published during the initial part of year 2020, in which 18% of articles did not discuss the causes of panic buying (Arafat et al., 2020a); however, a later study by the same group found that all news articles published toward the later part of 2020 did discuss the causes of panic buying (Arafat et al., 2020c). While many of the individual and social factors mentioned in these reports are similar to those identified by researchers (Bentall et al., 2021; Chua et al., 2021; Di Crosta et al., 2021), a unique aspect of the media reports is their focus on broader governmental and supply chain-related factors that are often not captured in psychological research. In this respect, media reports on panic buying play a useful role, as they highlight systemic factors which should be taken into account when addressing this behavior (Kaur and Malik, 2020). A further observation of interest is that some media reports described consumers as having been “primed” for later panic buying by their earlier experiences of panic buying during the initial phase of the pandemic; this is an interesting hypothesis that could easily be tested in general population samples across countries.

When news reports were analyzed according to two independent sets of criteria–one derived from the WHO media guidelines on suicide and one from prior research on panic buying during the COVID-19 pandemic, it was found the majority of news reports fell short of a desirable standard when covering panic buying: none of the articles included information on local help or resources, 65% included images or videos that could encourage panic buying, 54% had a “sensational” or exaggerated title, 46% presented panic buying as normal or necessary, and 44% did not include information or advice that could potentially reduce panic buying. The reports studied came from recognized and widely read newspapers or news outlets and not from isolated posts on social media, and these figures did not correlate with either pandemic severity, cultural values, or freedom of the press. Article quality scores were comparable between high- and low/middle-income countries, suggesting that concerns about poor reporting of panic buying in the media are a global problem (Arafat et al., 2020a,c, 2021b,c; Lee et al., 2021).

When examining the convergent validity of the modified WHO and Arafat et al. scores, a good degree of agreement was found between the modified WHO and Arafat et al. “positive” scores, but only modest correlations were observed between the modified WHO and the Arafat et al. total and “negative” scores. Moreover, the “positive” and “negative” subscale scores of the Arafat et al. score did not correlate significantly with each other, indicating their independence in statistical terms. These results suggest that the Arafat et al. scoring system may provide a more comprehensive and well-rounded assessment of the quality of news articles related to panic buying, covering both the desirable and undesirable aspects of media coverage of this phenomenon, as opposed to the modified WHO score which mainly assesses “positive” or desirable aspects of news articles.

These results suggest a need for the journalistic profession to adopt certain basic guidelines when reporting on panic buying. Such guidelines should not be simply copied from analogous guidelines on other issues of public importance, but should include the perspectives of all stakeholders involved – not only journalists but civil authorities, healthcare professionals, retailers and members of affected communities. This was confirmed by the results of the current study, which found that a more detailed guideline developed on the basis of empirical research provided a better assessment of article quality than one modified from existing guidelines on a different behavior. The fact that only around 3% of media reports identified news media itself as a perpetuator of panic buying is an example of the well-known psychological phenomenon of the “bias blind spot”, in which individuals or members of a group are aware of the shortcomings of “others”, but not of their own (Pronin et al., 2002). Formulating a general guideline or checklist would help journalists avoid this “blind spot” when reporting on panic buying, and might be useful as a “harm reduction” strategy on precautionary grounds. However, evaluating the true effect of such guidelines would require longitudinal studies of rates of panic buying before and after the adoption of the concerned guideline, in order to ensure that any change observed is genuinely a result of the change in media practice (Logan and Longo, 1999; Stead et al., 2019).

In the light of these findings, the possibility of using the media as a tool not only to minimize panic buying, but to encourage alternative, “positive” attitudes and behaviors during a pandemic or other crisis. This could be done by encouraging media personnel to focus on reporting the “positive” items from the Arafat et al. scoring system (Arafat et al., 2020d), and / or to place a greater emphasis on encouraging alternative methods of coping with this situation, as listed in Table 5. Many of these methods require sustained cooperation between communities, retailers and local or national authorities;

It is important to note that media exposure is only one of many factors that could influence panic buying: the numerous factors listed in Table 1 are probably all relevant, as are the others identified by researchers. Therefore, while modifying media reporting practices may be desirable, it not clear how much of an effect such measures would have vis-à-vis these other factors. It is also apparent from recent research that purchasing patterns in the general population can change over the course of the pandemic, with many “apprehensive” (panic buying) consumers gradually shifting to a “prepared” or “dedicated” behavior pattern characterized by more rational purchasing and safety behaviors (Sheng et al., 2021). If this finding applies in other settings, it is possible that media strategies might have their greatest impact in the initial phase of a pandemic, and that their impact may lessen as individuals develop less anxiety-driven behaviors over time. It should also be noted that a direct inference about the role of the media cannot be made from the data presented in this paper. However, it can be observed from Figure 1 that there were 32 instances of a media report of panic buying being updated by the concerned news agency to reflect further panic buying behavior. It is possible that in at least some of these cases, the initial report may have triggered further panic buying, but this cannot be verified from the available data.

The current study is subject to certain important limitations. First, it is based on a relatively small number of media reports, reflecting the greater severity and public prominence of panic buying in the initial phases of the COVID-19 pandemic (Arafat et al., 2020a; Sheng et al., 2021) and its subsequent attenuation due to gradual improvement in supply chains, reduction in pandemic severity, and a general sense of “COVID news fatigue” both in the media and among the general public (Liu et al., 2021; Xiao et al., 2021). Second, the adoption of modified WHO media guidelines on suicide reporting when analyzing these reports may have limited validity, as panic buying is a significant different behavior from suicide and has a more collective dimension; the guidelines derived from existing research on panic buying may have greater validity. Third, it is possible that other economic or social factors, not analyzed in this study, could have affected the quality of media reports. Fourth, as it was based on a simple content analysis of media reports, this study could not take into consideration the effects of acute vs. repeated exposure to these reports. Though initial exposures to media reports of shortage and scarcity may induce panic buying in those exposed, prolonged or sustained exposure to such reports may lead to a certain degree of “desensitization” and an attenuation in the resultant behavioral responses (Stevens et al., 2021). Fifth, as the study relied on news reports in a single language (English) and obtained from a single news aggregator (Google News), it may have failed to provide a truly global picture of the quality of reports on panic buying, particularly from regions such as Eastern Europe, South-East Asia and Africa. Sixth, as certain news items were blocked due to governmental restrictions, their content could not be analyzed. Seventh, because of the study design, it was not possible to assess whether an initial report of panic buying triggered this behavior, as reflected in subsequent reports from the same region or news agency. Eighth, all studied reports were from national or international media outlets with official websites, and thus might have failed to cover local factors or variables of significance that were published in vernacular media without a significant online presence. Ninth, due to a shortage of manpower at the time this study was conducted, all news articles were evaluated by a single rater; therefore, it was not possible to assess the inter-rater reliability of the content classification and scoring systems used. Finally, some researchers have found that the impact of conventional media coverage on panic buying is minimal (Huan et al., 2021). If this finding is accurate, it suggests that the impact of either “positive” or “negative” media coverage of panic buying on the behavior itself may be negligible.

Nevertheless, this study highlights certain discrepancies and shortcomings in the coverage of panic buying by news outlets during the COVID-19 pandemic. Further research could focus on the following key areas:

(a) validation and refinement of the quality assessment tools outlined in this paper,

(b) qualitative and quantitative research in the general population to assess the influence of such reports on panic buying,

(c) longitudinal studies conducted during different “waves” of the COVID pandemic, to assess if the influence of media increases or decreases over time,

(d) adaptation of the content of these tools into media guidelines for the coverage of panic buying, with the help of stakeholders including the general public, journalists, and public health experts,

(e) implementation of these guidelines during subsequent “waves” of the pandemic or during other disasters likely to lead to panic buying,

(f) assessment of the impact of improved news content on subsequent panic buying.

From the perspective of the general public, improving the quality of news reporting in this domain would have three benefits: an increase in the level of trust in “mainstream” media (Pian et al., 2021), access to accurate information to counteract the “infodemic” of inaccurate or fake news (Kolluri and Murthy, 2021; Pian et al., 2021), and a reduction in psychological distress caused by exposure to unduly negative or sensationalized coverage (Price et al., 2022). Such effects would be more significant in countries with limited access to social media and a greater reliance on conventional news sources. In parallel with efforts to evaluate and improve the quality of media coverage, the general public should be informed about the need for responsible and limited consumption of news stories on topics of this sort, regardless of their source (Price et al., 2022).



CONCLUSION

Despite certain limitations, the current study highlights two important aspects of news media coverage of panic buying during the COVID-19 pandemic: first, analysis of the causes of panic buying by journalists appears to have become more widespread and nuanced, and second, a significant number of articles on panic buying contain textual or visual elements that might unwittingly act as a trigger or prompt toward panic buying. It is possible that the adoption of media guidelines on reporting incidents of panic buying may help to reduce this, and this study suggests that such guidelines could be derived from existing research on panic buying during the COVID-19 pandemic. Though this possibility still requires empirical validation, it should be given serious consideration as part of readiness or preparedness for any future widespread or long-lasting crisis during which panic buying is likely to occur. If such guidelines are implemented, empirical research in specific populations is required to assess the true magnitude of the effect, if any, of improved media coverage on the likelihood of panic buying at the individual and group level.
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