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A B S T R A C T   

There is inadequate understanding of how social media can shape fear and consumer responses in the manner of 
consumer panic buying while Covid-19 is spreading across the world. Through taking a social constructionism 
position this research focused on what people think and feel at an individual and collective level on the role of 
social media to create panic behaviour. Data have been collected from thirty-four consumers who have minimum 
one active social media account. These participants are contacted through telephonic interview due to main-
taining the social distancing. Findings reveal that uncertainties and insecurities proof, buying as persuasion, 
product unavailability proof, authorities’ communication, global logic, and expert opinion are some of the causes 
on social media platforms that developed the situation of consumer panic buying during Covid-19 crises. 
Furthermore, the unprecedented level of real-time information on Covid-19 at users’ fingertips can give them the 
tools they need to make smart decisions, but also make them more anxious about what is to come; experts say 
that may lead to panic buying or stockpiling of products. The study has tried to develop understanding about how 
social media generates social proof and offers a window into people’s collective response to the coronavirus 
outbreak and shapes panic buying reaction. The study has provided a consumer panic buying theory based on the 
results of this study and on existing theories, such as global capitalism/information society risk society, social 
influence, and social proof. These theories help to understand how global logic is built due to the use of social 
media and how different social proofs are generated which developed the behaviour of consumer panic buying 
due to Covid-19 pandemic.   

1. Introduction 

Currently, social media has facilitated the use of some hashtags, for 
example “#toilet-paper-gate” and “#toilet-paper-crisis”, which indicate 
consumers’ panic behaviour during the coronavirus pandemic (Mao, 
2020). Barr (2020) found that demand for hand sanitizer increased by 
up to 255% in UK, probably partly in response to a suggestion by the 
World Health Organization (WHO) that hand sanitizer was the best 
preventative measure for Covid-19. According to a Reuters (2020) 
report, groceries sales have increased by 43% in a month compared to 
last year in UK. Collinson (2020) reported that sales of online groceries 
increased up to 51.5% as Covid-19 started to spread in the UK. Collinson 
(2020) reported that a UK bank with 1.2 million individual accounts 
stated that spending on groceries increased by up to 15% in a month 
compared to previous year, which supports the observation that UK 
consumers are involved in panic buying. Shaw (2020) reported that 
Tesco, Asda, Morrisons, and other supermarket websites crashed after 
UK Prime Minister Boris Johnson’s lockdown speech. Furthermore, 

Reuters (2020) indicated that there were 79 million additional groceries 
orders in a month in Great Britain compared to last year. Cogley (2020) 
highlighted that many people have posted complaints on social media 
regarding stockpiling (i.e. rice, pasta, and sanitizer). Furthermore, it is 
found that most UK supermarkets are busy and have empty shelves due 
to consumer panic buying during the pandemic (Cogley, 2020; Mao, 
2020). 

Due to social media, people are more engaged and connected, which 
increases information sharing (Aslam et al., 2018a; Muqadas et al., 
2017) while at the same time allowing sensationalism and misinfor-
mation to spread regarding Covid-19 because shocking or emotionally 
charged content gets people’s attention (Cogley, 2020; Mao, 2020). 
Consequently, experts say social media makes people more anxious 
about what is to come, which had an impact on stock supplies (Reuters, 
2020); therefore, consumer panic buying increased across the globe 
based on a socially constructed meaning of Covid-19 that led to stock-
piling behaviour of consumers. Researcher have shared that the business 
activities and consumer buying patterns are changed due to Covid-19 
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(Ting et al., 2020; Cogley, 2020; Mao, 2020). Consumer buying behav-
iour is complicated and subjective reality especially in the presence of 
social commerce (Aragoncillo and Orus, 2018; Abdelsalam et al., 2020; 
Algharabat et al., 2020). Other researchers stated social media enhanced 
the information sharing among consumers through online rating, 
sponsored ads, online reviews, social motivation, and social influencers 
(Alalwan et al., 2017; Alalwan, 2018, 2020).The social media has 
increased the online purchasing behaviour therefore many businesses 
and consumers are engaged because it facilitates to take optimal buying 
decision (Alalwan, 2018; Alalwan et al., 2019; Baker Qureshi et al., 
2019). 

Shaw (2020) found that food home deliveries increased when food 
chains allowed only take out options and there are strict punishments for 
social gathering at social events. Due to consumers’ panic buying, many 
stores, such as Walmart and Costco, there is a limit on the number that 
can be bought at one time (Barr, 2020). Many public messages are sent 
on social media to raise awareness, for example British Retail Con-
sortium stated, “We understand your concerns but buying more than is 
needed can sometimes mean that others will be left without”. On the other 
hand, from the consumers’ point of view the UK government advised 
them to stay at home, therefore, they are buying additional food items 
with the aim of not going outside their homes (Brazell, 2020). 

Many countries such as America, UK, and Canada have taken mea-
sures to increase social distancing; therefore, the role of social media for 
engaging and exchanging information among people has increased. 
Social media provides many communication features (i.e. audio, video, 
chat, picture, tag, like, sharing, tweet/retweet and many other features); 
therefore, many politicians, celebrities, media persons, government of-
ficials, and others have joined these platforms to exchange information 
about their common interests (Cogley, 2020). Many people have shared 
stories, pictures, and experiences on Twitter and Facebook which also 
increased panic buying among other consumers (Cogley, 2020; Mao, 
2020). For example, Barr (2020) reported that a high number of Twitter 
users in America shared pictures of the empty shelves in Costco super-
markets during Covid-19 pandemic. As a result, more people-initiated 
stockpiling which increased the pressure on supermarkets and sup-
pliers around the globe. Therefore, it is essential to understand the role 
of social media in exploiting consumers’ panic buying behaviour that led 
to stockpiling. At present, the use of social media has increased because 
people can collect helpful information through local virtual commu-
nities on Facebook, WhatsApp, and other social platforms. There is 
limited literature available regarding how consumers’ panic behaviour 
can be increased due to the advent and rise of social media platforms. 
The present study aims to contribute to the literature by exploring the 
role of social media in fostering stockpiling behaviour among consumers 
during the Covid-19 pandemic crises. The study will aim to connect 
different theories with the purpose of building a research framework 
that can guide how consumers’ panic behaviour increases due to the 
presence of social media. 

2. Literature review 

The new electronic media have wired everyone with their pho-
ne–computer networks, such as through automated services, online 
banking and shopping, global financial markets, and global health risks. 
Different social media platforms have emerged from the internet 
providing global connectivity to users (Aslam et al., 2018b; Muqadas 
et al., 2017). There are over 2.65 billion users of social media as of 2018. 
It is estimated that by 2021 this number will increase to 3.1 billion. 
Social networking increases with every passing day, for example by 
January 2019 it is estimated to have grown 45% (Statista, 2020). This 
has given rise to the popular rhetoric of electronic globalism and to 
concerns about the dark aspects of Net culture, such as digital capitalism 
and transnational consumerism. Risk society has evolved to global risk 
society which has corresponding configurations of ontological di-
mensions of its own including the contradictions (Beck et al., 1995). For 

example, in the current digital era, work culture is becoming 24/7 partly 
due to the possibility of working from home. This has given rise to 
surf-mentality, advertising hype, privatized home entertainment, online 
shopping, convenience living, and instrumental as well as aggressive 
orientations to the world. Many authors have documented that the 
importance of social media has increased, especially since people have 
been confined to their home due to Covid-19 (Cogley, 2020; Mao, 2020). 
Due to instantaneous means of communication, stress and uncertainty 
have become universalized, underpinned by 24/7 electronic communi-
cations as well as problems with online groceries orders. Previously, 
concepts of road rage were prevalent, but now due to the digital age the 
concepts of stockpiling and panic buying are coming into the limelight. 
People now order items over the internet from the convenience of their 
own home, which has given rise to the increased need for inventory 
management and computerized vending machines to accommodate 
larger orders. Nevertheless, the digital age has also brought issues of 
surveillance, fragmented identity, and techno-anxieties to the personal 
life and collective lives of individuals. User-generated content influences 
the behaviour of consumers in different situations. Consequently, there 
is a need to comprehend the role of the social influence of social media 
users (SMUs) in generating panic across social media that led to the 
stockpiling behaviours of customers. 

Social networks and social interactions through social media have 
changed the consumer buying habits and patterns whereas traditional 
literature is unable to provide guidance about these aspects (Parment, 
2013; Pookulangara and Koesler, 2011). Previous studies have high-
lighted that the use of social media has increased the social learning, 
knowledge and different buying patterns (Aslam et al., 2018; Muqadas 
et al., 2016, 2017). Therefore, more businesses are interested to learn 
about consumer engagement (Adhikari and Panda, 2019). On the other 
hand, researchers have highlighted that the use of online devices and 
platforms have increased more insecurity among customers therefore 
they are more uncertain regarding which information is correct and 
which one is incorrect (Koistinen and Järvinen, 2016). It has found that 
the natural disaster and risks situation are strongly associated with 
supplier demand and consumer reactions (Zheng et al., 2020; Frank and 
Schvaneveldt, 2016; Littler and Melanthiou, 2006) therefore consumer 
buying behaviour is different and unpredictable (Koistinen and 
Järvinen, 2016 McGoldrick and Andre, 1997). Tsao et al. (2019) argued 
that supply disruptions can be occurred due to either adverse weather, 
new government policies, natural disaster, or strikers. Their study 
contributed to extend understanding regarding low substitution of 
brands, supply disruptions, and shortage of substitution of brands 
enhanced the consumer panic buying as well as brands profit (Tsao 
et al., 2019). A recent study is contributed by providing understanding 
that supply disruption can develop consumer panic behaviour and it also 
offered social learning to other consumers (Zheng et al., 2020). They 
found that panic buying is equally beneficial for retailers and social 
welfare (Zheng et al., 2020). Su (2010) highlighted that when there is 
strong monopoly in market for some household items then consumer can 
stock up these items with the purpose of future consumption. Gupta 
et al. (2020) and Gangwar et al. (2014) found that price sensitive con-
sumers are usually stock up when they found attractive discounts on 
items in which they are interested. 

There is also limited theoretical understanding about the role of social 
media to creating panic buying behaviour as a global society. As global 
information society theory of Kittler (1990) highlighted that the similarity 
of response created social consensus at global level. But this study also 
focused on differences of opinion amongst social media users on Covid-19 
because Kittler (1990) highlighted that range of responses become more 
extreme and polarized through coordination, production, reproduction and 
dissemination of information through electronic cornucopia. Therefore, in 
line with this theory, author of this study hypothesized that singular and 
thousands of users spread relatively discrete information as rumours, 
disinformation and other forms of sensationalism generated pain buying 
behaviour. Consequently, multi-dimensional social media-convergent as 
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information-communication technologies of the digital age (ICTs) gener-
ated isolated cultural compound or panics that come to define the viral risk 
consciousness of the postmodern age. Therefore, this study helped to un-
derstand the global society risk response which is a reaction of global 
pandemic. The global society risk response is based on shared information 
at global level with the help of social media platforms. The risk society 
theory of Beck (1993) indicated that internet plays a significant material 
and technical role in the development of a ‘global risk society’ (Beck, 1993). 
Correspondingly, risk is ‘social constructed through interpretation of global 
society because many are advising risk adverse behaviour which become a 
global collective action (Leikas and Penttilä, 2007; Wegmann, et al., 2018). 

Unfortunately, both global society information theory and risk so-
ciety theory cannot provide understanding regarding the social process 
in the form of risk response of global society which is reflected through 
consumer stockpiling behaviour during Covid-19 crisis. The consumer 
panic buying behaviour may be developed through rumours, sensa-
tionalism, and other forms of disinformation therefore present study 
made an attempt to explore it in context of the social influence and social 
proof which is may be generated through social interpretation of the 
experts information, sensationalism and misinformation through social 
media. The primary thrust of this paper is to explore why and how 
internet users are influenced by other people and how SMUs develop 
other people’s behaviour towards particular actions, for instance, why 
and how social media influences people to purchase particular product 
(s) from supermarkets. As Cogley (2020) observed the panic purchasing 
by UK shoppers left the shelves of thousands of stores bare of essential 
household items, including pasta, rice, sanitizers, and toilet roll. Cogley 
(2020) related this behaviour to “social influence” and “social proof 
theory”. He further highlighted that according to some experts, a variety 
of social media platforms (e.g. Twitter and Facebook) are the key 
sources that fanned the rush among people to stockpile basic household 
goods. Social media is also being used by scientists and other public 
health experts to directly engage with the public or to discuss embryonic 
research while thousands of users spread sensationalism, rumours, and 
other forms of disinformation (Dela, 2020). This can be obscured by risk 
society theory, which provides an understanding of how society or 
people respond to uncertain situations or a risk. The major thrust of this 
research is to explore how social media plays an important role in cus-
tomers’ panic purchasing normative behaviour; thus, it considers social 
proof theory as the most appropriate and relevant theory in this regard 
because consumers’ panic behaviour is a socially constructed phenom-
enon that is based on experts’ opinions, sensationalism, and misinfor-
mation spread by SMUs that make people more anxious about what is to 
come (see Fig. 1). 

3. Research methodology 

From the perspective of relativist ontology, it can be stated that racial 
segregation and social class are experienced and defined differently by 
different people (Lakoff and Johnson, 2003). As a relativist ontologist, I 
believe that panic buying behaviour largely depends on the race and 
class to which consumers belong and the countries or context in which 
they are in. Hence, panic buying behaviour during Covid-19 reality is 
not something singular that can be discovered for once and for all as 
there can be different perspectives on the same subject. Relativists 
believe that different observers have different perspectives, as for 
example stated by (Collins 1983: 88): “What counts for the truth can 
vary from place to place and from time to time”. First, as a social 
constructionist I believe that different aspects of the social reality of 
Covid-19 in interactions on social media are determined by people 
instead of by external or objective elements. Therefore, as a social 
constructionist I am determined not to collect facts and evaluate the 
recurrence of social panic behaviour patterns. Indeed, I tried acknowl-
edging the different meanings and constructions which people have 
placed on their existence through social media information exchange 
about Covid-19. Therefore, in the context of social constructionism the 

different interactions people have made during social media information 
exchange about Covid-19 have different meanings. From a social con-
structionism position, this research focused on what people think and 
feel at an individual and collective level about the role of social media in 
creating panic behaviour (See Fig. 2). Therefore, as a social construc-
tionist I aim to appreciate and understand the various social experiences 
of people, instead of searching for underpinning fundamental laws that 
govern their panic buying behaviour, because human actions stem from 
people making sense of different situations instead of a direct response 
to Covid-19 as an external stimulus. 

4. Population and sampling 

The researcher of this study has appeared as a motivational trainer at 
social and public events. Therefore, the researcher is aware of national 
culture, social structure, government rules and regulations, and the role 
of social media in engaging local, national, and international commu-
nities. These subjective realties are unique and have different impacts on 
consumer behaviour. According to Worldometer (2020) report, the UK 
has 148,377 patients with coronavirus and 20319 deaths from corona-
virus until the period of April 25, 2020. The estimated figures for death 
rate were increasing in the UK; therefore, the Prime Minister ordered a 
lockdown which developed into the situation of consumers’ panic 
buying (Cogley, 2020; Mao, 2020). Furthermore, most offices in the UK 
adopted social networking technologies for running official activities 
from home. The physical and social distancing increased the importance 
of social media which helps to connect and engage local and interna-
tional communities. The present study has selected UK consumers based 
on the following inclusion criteria:  

• These UK consumers are over 18 years of age. 
• These UK consumers have used social media platforms for a mini-

mum of two years.  
• These UK consumers must have a minimum of one active social 

media account.  
• These UK consumers will voluntarily offer research data. 

The purposive sampling technique is commonly used and is useful 
especially when the researcher does not know the sampling framework 
but tries to select respondents who have useful knowledge about the 
objectives of research study (Aslam et al., 2018a, 2018b). Therefore, the 
present study selected the purposive sampling technique and collected 
data from 34 participants. The demographic features of targeted par-
ticipants are given in Table 1. There are many advantages of telephonic 
interview such as it can extend the geographical scope for getting rich 
insights. It is more cost effective (i.e. saving time, travelling, and 
meeting spot expense) and able to provide quality data during the spread 
of Covid-19. Therefore, telephonic interviews were conducted because 
of the social distancing guidelines of the local government. Information 
about the study and a consent form were provided to the selected par-
ticipants and the European GDPR research ethic guidelines were fol-
lowed for this study. 

5. Data analysis 

An audit trial, reflective diary, and two cycles of coding with 
framework analyses were used to add rigour and transparency, which is 
a well-utilized approach in social research (Auerbach and Silverstein, 
2003) (see Fig. 2). Saldana (2016a) observed that since patterns describe 
the probability of recurrence, the salience and habits in daily lives 
become a trustworthy source of qualitative findings. Studying the pat-
terns of panic behaviour through this qualitative enquiry enabled me to 
confirm the descriptions of Merriam’s (2014) relationships, rituals, 
roles, and routines (5 R’s) of human beings in their exchange of infor-
mation through social media. Moreover, five stages were used for 
analyzing the data. These stages are familiarizing, identifying the 
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themes, indexing, charting, and mapping; interpretation would add the 
value of rigour and transparency to this research. I prepared transcripts 
of the interviews and kept the transcripts anonymous according to 
research ethics. A computer program NVivo (Version 12) was employed 
for organizing and coding the transcripts and to help in visualizing and 
analyzing the data and their relationships (Janesick, 2011). Saldaña 
(2011) suggested that two cycles of coding be done to maintain the 
meaning and quality of data. The first cycle of descriptive coding ranged 
from a single letter to an entire paragraph to the entire text of a page to 
different moving images (Saldana, 2016a) to arrange panic behaviour in 
terms of 5 R’s of SMUs in exchange of information. In the second holistic 
coding process, the coding portions were either exactly the same units 
and analytic memos concerning the data, and it also involved large 
passages, or reconfiguration of the entire coding scheme (Saldana, 
2016b). (Dey 1993: 104) defined holistic coding as an attempt “to grasp 
basic themes or issues in the data by absorbing them as a whole [the 
coder as ‘lumper’] rather than by analysing them line by line [the coder 
as ‘splitter’]”. Consequently, that led to the creation of the relations 
between different themes to engender a widespread concept of panic 
buying behaviour of customers during the pandemic. Clarke (2005) 
observed that prefacing of coding should be done, and data should be 
re-read so that deep insight into the data can be developed. The final 
themes were authenticated through interpretation of the key words and 
codes via contemplation of relativism and social constructionism 
perspective on knowledge that would also add value to the rigour and 
transparency of this research. I also maintained an audit trail and 
reflective diary for documenting the emergent and final themes. 

6. Findings and analysis 

Main theme: role of social media to generate social proof as engaged 
society for stockpiling behaviour of customers during Covid-19 
pandemic crises. 

6.1. Sub-theme 1: Uncertainties and insecurities proof 

Social media has connected local and international communities 
therefore people are now more aware about their common interests. For 
example, Covid-19 has increased health issues and life risks therefore 
people are sharing their experiences as a social responsibility with the 
purpose of saving the lives of others. For example, participant 1 has 
shared: “I have watched many videos on YouTube that this virus spread 
through spitting and touching of other people. Therefore, I thought that it is 
better to minimize the life risks, so I bought extra necessities of life (pasta, 

rice, dry beans and dry fruit) with the purpose to stay home and practice 
social distancing”. Similarly, participant 2 highlighted: “You can see 
videos on YouTube how people are suffering with virus because of social 
gathering and carelessness. So, it’s my best decision to buy things to stay at 
home”. 

Social media provides personalization and customization therefore 
people can create and exchange content using audio, video, post, tweet, 
comment and so on. There is much evidence regarding how Covid-19 
has developed into a panic situation around the world therefore peo-
ple have initiated stockpiling with the purpose to save their life from 
uncertainties and insecurities. For example, participant 3 shared: “I have 
seen many videos how the people are dying in US, Italy and China so I decided 
to buy necessary things to stay at home”. Likewise, participant 4 stated: “I 
have watched many videos, so I know that this virus transfer from person to 
person, so it was better decision to buy all required things to stay home that is 
why I bought them”. 

6.2. Sub-theme 2: Buying as persuasion 

Many participants of this study shared that they are strongly tied to 
their close friends through social media therefore they are more aware 
regarding how they can deal with pandemic situation. It was found that 
many participants followed their friends’ advice and persuasion about 
buying extra necessary food items. For example, participant 5 has 
shared: “I noticed through my Facebook that all of my friends are buying the 
necessary things, that’s why I went to buy things in advance”. Similarly, 
participant 6 stated: “I am luckiest one because one of my close friends 
shared a US tissues crisis on Facebook that’s why I had bought enough tissues 
before crisis coming in UK”. 

It is found that friends from national and international communities 
can play a role to inform their close friends how they can be saved from 
uncertainties and insecurities which they are facing in their own coun-
tries. For example, social media played a role to engage friends from 
different backgrounds, cultures, and countries who can initiate recom-
mendations for buying items and saving lives during pandemic situation. 
Participant 7 shared: “One of my friends from US shared videos how people 
are buying there so I became worried to buy the things in advance”. Likewise, 
participant 8 shared his experiences: “One of my friends who studies in 
China shared very sad stories of China so I shared all of these videos with my 
friends on Facebook. After some days, our discussion turned toward Italy, so 
many people started recommending buying necessary things before it gets 
worse”. 

Fig. 1. Theoretical framework 
(Source: 
Developed by the author of this study). 
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6.3. Sub-theme 3: Product unavailability proof 

It is found that many people shared pictures, videos, and posts 
regarding the unavailability of necessities of life in their local markets. 
These pictures, videos, and posts created an extreme panic situation as 
more people rushed to markets to stockpile and to avoid future un-
certainties. For example, a video went viral on social media in which 
people are quarrelling about toilet paper which gives a perception that 
supplies of tissues are rare due to Covid-19 pandemic. Therefore, more 
people have pursued these messages and started stockpiling which 
increased pressure on supermarkets and suppliers. For example, 
participant 9 has shared her experiences: “I went to buy tissues because I 
have seen on Facebook that toilet paper is rarely available in markets, but I 
could not find any in the supermarket when I went there”. Similarly, 
participant 10 stated: “When I saw that many people were struggling to buy 
things in US that make me crazy to do shopping in advance, so I did it and I 
share videos of supermarket with my friend”. 

It is found that social proof and social persuasion have become more 
common practices especially when people love to follow the advice and 

opinions of others. People thinking that it is their social responsibility to 
guide, help, and warn others during the Covid-19 pandemic situation; 
therefore, they share videos of empty shelves in supermarkets. These 
pictures and videos may help others to prepare an action plan regarding 
how they can accumulate necessary items especially when people 
rushed for stockpiling. For example, participant 11 shared: “In the initial 
stage I shared a video on Facebook and I explained that UK supply chain 
system of necessary things is based on international supplier so there is a 
chance of shortage of goods, trust me my video got more than 7000 likes 
within two days. I also added some videos from China, Italy and US. 
People are still appreciating my opinion that I was right that time”. 
Likewise, participant 12 said: “Once I saw similar videos on social media 
regarding empty shelves of big market giants then I shared with my 
friends to inform them to buy things as soon as possible”. 

6.4. Sub-theme 4: Authorities’ communication 

At present, prime ministers, political and social celebrities, and 
common individuals are using the interactive communication of social 

Fig. 2. Research methodology framework 
(Source: Developed by the author of this study). 
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media platforms as well as social exchange more frequently. The use of 
social media enhances socialization, recommendations, suggestions, and 
advice especially when people are confined to their houses due to Covid- 
19 crises. For example, it is found that many people mentioned that 
social media promoted uncertainty when everyone shared the speech of 
the UK Prime Minister who ordered lockdown by enforcement and 
advised people to buy necessities of their lives. This situation increased 
uncertainty and insecurity among people, and they started to accumu-
late stock because of a fear of a shortage of supplies in the future. For 
example, participant 13 shared, “I have heard Boris Johnson speech on 
Facebook regarding the lockdown in whole country, so I shared it with my 
friends with recommendation to buy necessary things”. Similarly, partici-
pant 14 said: “I think public did not do anything wrong to buy extra food 
because government recommend to stay home so I recommend to my friends 
buy necessary things and I have seen many people were suggesting to buy 
necessary items with the purpose to stop virus spreading”. 

The value of a health authority’s communication has been increased 
during the Covid-19 pandemic especially when everyone has life risks 
and uncertainties. It is found that many people shared the speech of the 
UK Health Minister and of other authorities because they expressed 
concern about the high number of patients and low number of facilities 
as this virus spreads. The UK residents are advised to buy necessary food 
items with the purpose to stay home for uncertain period and practice 
social distancing. For example, participant 15 stated: “When I heard the 
speech of the Health Minister who explained how UK national health system 
cannot deal with higher number of patients, then I suggested to my friends 
through video message on YouTube, WhatsApp, and Facebook to stay at 
home. In response to my communication, I got many comments where they 
suggested to buy pasta, sauces, and drinks for worst situation”. People also 
shared that they are buying hand sanitizer, masks, and gloves especially 
when WHO declared these things to be best preventive measures from 
Covid-19. This is evidenced by a quotation taken from participant 16’s 

interview: “Many people have shared videos and posts regarding World 
Health Organization declared sanitizer as best preventive measure from 
Covid-19. Also, I have seen many videos on social media that washing hands 
is one of the major protections, so I bought enough hand sanitizer and soap 
because it was expected to run out quickly”. 

6.5. Sub-theme 5: Global logic and panic buying 

Many interviewees shared that social media engaged people from 
different backgrounds with the purpose of social exchange and advice. 
Social media platforms developed into a global village; people can 
become more proactive to deal with uncertainties that started in another 
corner of world. For example, people frequently shared their experi-
ences from China and US and as a result more people in the UK acted and 
started stockpiling with the purpose of staying at home and avoiding life 
threats. People from the US and other countries have shared their videos 
and posts on social media and some of the videos and posts have become 
viral as more opinion leaders referenced their posts to advice for accu-
mulating the necessities of life. Social media played a vital role in 
developing a global logic and panic buying during Covid-19 pandemic. 
For example, evidence collected from participants 20 and 25 is as fol-
lows: “Suddenly I watched a video on Facebook that USA and UK super-
markets are very busy, so I immediately went there for shopping. 
Unfortunately, there were not too many choices left to buy, even many shelves 
were empty, so I took pictures and shared on my Facebook and Instagram to 
tell my friends what’s going on in supermarkets”; “I have many videos on 
social media about Italy and China so I decided to remain at home so bought 
all necessary thing like pasta, rice, cooking oil and hand wash cases cannot 
got out to get corona so it better to remain at home so should have to buy the 
necessary items to remain at home”. 

Table 1 
Interview participants.  

No. Gender Social media active account Profession Education 

1 F 2 Student PhD in progress 
2 M 1 Student PhD in progress 
3 F 2 Professional CMI level 7 and 8 
4 F 1 Business owner Bachelor’s degree 
5 M 1 Professional male CA 
6 F 2 Office worker MBA 
7 F 2 Housewife Bachelor’s degree 
8 M 2 Student MBA and ACCA 
9 M 1 Professional worker Master’s degree 
10 M 1 Student Bachelor’s degree 
11 M 2 Marketing consultant Master’s degree 
12 F 1 Housewife Bachelor’s degree 
13 M 4 Student DBA in progress 
14 M 4 Lecturer PhD marketing 
15 F 3 Mom Master’s degree 
16 F 3 Business owner Master’s degree 
17 F 2 Student Master’s degree 
18 M 2 Marketing consultant Master’s degree 
19 F 2 Professional lady Master’s degree 
20 F 1 Business owner Master’s degree 
21 M 1 Business consultant Master’s degree 
22 M 2 Office worker Master’s degree 
23 F 2 Housewife Master’s degree 
24 F 3 Housewife Bachelor’s degree 
25 F 3 Housewife Bachelor’s degree 
26 F 3 Marketing professional Master’s degree 
27 F 1 Mom Bachelor’s degree 
28 M 2 Associate professor PhD marketing 
29 M 1 Business owner Master’s degree 
30 M 2 Professional worker Master’s degree 
31 F 4 IT professional Master’s degree 
32 M 1 Associate professor PhD marketing 
33 F 2 Office worker Master’s degree in progress 
34 F 2 Officer worker Master’s degree in progress  
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6.6. Sub-theme 6: Expert opinion and panic buying 

There are many experts on social media who have social proof and 
influence because they have knowledge and awareness. People love to 
take recommendations from experts because they have professional 
experience and knowledge and are trustworthy and credible for them. 
For example, participant 30 shared that they acted on the advice of their 
store manager friend; therefore, they were able to accumulate more 
stock, especially when people were in long queues to maintain social 
distancing and spending more time and resources on groceries. Partici-
pant 38 highlighted they bought boxes of paracetamol because it is 
effective against the pain and fever of Covid-19. These evidences are 
taken from following interviews “One of my friends who is working as a 
store manager in one of the famous stores suggested to purchase necessary 
food items as Covid-19 developed into a panic buying situation in the world. I 
shared my friend’s views with other friends and thankfully we bought 
necessary items in advance”. “Thanks to social media we can share news 
with friends and family. I heard from well-known medical experts through 
social media there is no specific treatment of corona, so I bought boxes of 
paracetamol at least having necessary pain killer, but now paracetamol rarely 
available due to high demand and low supply”. 

7. Discussion 

The study was conducted to answer some specific research questions, 
such as how panic buying behaviour developed through social media 
during Covid-19 pandemic. By using an inductive reasoning approach, 
the study aims to develop a theory with the purpose of understanding 
the social fearing influence of social media for stockpiling among UK 
consumers. Most of the existing studies have highlighted that consumers 
are involved in stockpiling when prices are low such as discounted/ 
promotional sales (Gangwar et al., 2014; Ching and Osborne, 2019). 
Other studies have documented that consumers benefit from, and are 
involved in, stockpiling especially when competition is high and busi-
nesses are compelled to give some promotional packages to increase 
sales (Guo and Villas-Boas, 2007; Chen, 2020). However, there is lack of 
evidence regarding how global risks (life-threatening virus) can develop 
into a situation of consumer panic buying due to the advent and rise of 
social media platforms. Businesses, government officials, social celeb-
rities, and the young generation are connected and engaged with the 
purpose of sharing common interests (Aslam et al., 2018a, 2018b). One 
of the reasons for this is that social media promotes socialization, 
interactive communication, reviews, recommendations, information, 
and knowledge which may help to take optimal purchase decisions. 
Consumer behaviour cannot simply predict as it is highly influenced due 
to social and other factors (Fraj and Martinez, 2007; Goldsmith and 
Goldsmith, 2011). The consumer values and consumer socialization 
have impacted the buying decision (Hansen, 2008; Kamaruddin and 
Mokhlis, 2003). 

The existing literature has highlighted that social media influence 
fosters socialization among consumers which can enhance social ex-
change (i.e. product reviews, advice for purchase, warnings of sub- 
standard products, and word of mouth for good brands) (Forbes, 
2013; Wang et al., 2012; Goodrich and De Mooij, 2014). However, there 
is no evidence regarding how social media can play a role to develop 
consumer panic buying behaviour, especially when they have in-
securities and uncertainties due to Covid-19. The findings of this study 
have been summarized in six sub-themes (i.e. uncertainties and in-
securities proof, buying as persuasion, product unavailability proof, 
authorities’ communication, global logic, expert opinion and con-
sumers’ panic buying). Findings reveal that UK consumers have seen 
many viral videos in which people have advised to create social distance 
by purchasing necessities of lives as well as staying at home for an un-
certain period. Therefore, many people have bought extra rice, pasta, 
hand sanitizer, tissue paper, paracetamol, masks and gloves due to life 
risks. 

Findings reveal that social proof and influence from close connec-
tions can enhance consumer panic buying behaviour. For example, 
findings reveal that social media helped to engage people of different 
countries (i.e. US, China, UK, Italy) who have close social ties and are 
able to create recommendations for buying. For example, a friend shares 
the tissue paper crisis video from UK which has become viral and many 
people have purchased extra tissue paper and other items. Similarly, 
some people shared pictures, videos, and posts regarding the empty 
shelves of big supermarket giants which increased pressure for online 
groceries and other alternative ways of immediate buying. It is found 
that health issues and psychological causes have been increased due to 
Covid-19 (Yuen et al., 2020). Shaw (2020) documented how the web-
sites of big UK supermarkets have crashed due to lockdown and con-
sumers’ panic buying. Furthermore, some people from US shared social 
proof where they recommended others to buy necessities before these 
items become rare around the globe. It is found that many people shared 
the speech of UK Prime Minister, Health Minister and other authorities 
because they expressed concerned due to growing number of patients 
and people must do social distancing after buying necessities of life. The 
lockdown situation created more uncertainties for consumers therefore 
they rushed to buy necessary items. 

The social influence theory of Kelman (1958) proposed central 
theme “Social Influence” which is understood as a belief that attitudes, 
subsequent behaviours and actions of individuals are affected by 
referent other people. The findings supported by this theory to define the 
social influencing effect of accepting influence of stockpiling buying to 
avoid the punishment of unavailability of groceries during lockdown. 
But, this theory would not helpful to understand how social interpre-
tation of social actors can create social influence to develop panic buying 
with the purpose to avoid risk due to the unavailability of stock in future 
period so social proof theory used to support the findings of this 
research. Moreover, social proof theory extensively highlights how 
much social impact on human behaviour is important (Cialdini, 2009). 
Therefore, this study followed components of social proof which in-
cludes similarity, uncertainty, number and expertise those would help to 
explore the panic stockpiling behaviour of the customer during 
pandemic Covid-19 crises. Therefore, this theory is being employed to 
support the findings how similarity in views on social media enhances 
and motivates the usage of “social proof” because of large number of 
similar opinions of different social media users as a global society. 
Because Cialdini (2009) indicated that risk adverse individual would 
tend to adopt the attitudes and behaviours of those persons who he/she 
perceived much like himself/herself (Cialdini, 2009). This theory also 
indicted that social proof is a mechanism that works best in case when 
large numbers of people provide the proof through their collective ac-
tion and behaviour (Cialdini, 2009). 

8. Contribution 

The existing literature focused on only consumer buying behaviour 
in following perspectives: supply disruptions (Tsao et al., 2019), his-
torical memory of SARS (Miri et al., 2020), supply disruption and social 
learning (Zheng et al., 2020), uncertainty and death of Covid-19 (Sim 
et al., 2020), attractive promotional discounts (Gangwar et al., 2014), 
future uncertainty (Su, 2010), trade discounts (Desai et al., 2010), and 
discounted/promotional sales (Gangwar et al., 2014; Ching and 
Osborne, 2019). However, the existing literature offered understanding 
about consumer panic behaviour without involving the social media 
channels which can engage the world in a one global society. Due to 
engagement of global society, social proof such as social review, sug-
gestion, advice, and recommendation can create collective action with 
the purpose to avoid future uncertainty and like threatening risks. 
Therefore, present study offered understanding about social media 
channels which enhanced social exchange and developed social influ-
ence which ultimately enhanced the consumer panic buying. Present 
study revealed that social media helped to promote social exchange 
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which developed proactive action in the form of consumer panic buying 
among during Covid-19 pandemic. 

Findings showed that people acted on the speeches and advice of UK 
authorities for staying at home with the purpose of stopping the spread 
of Covid-19. The one of the major reasons of the development of panic 
buying behaviour is social interpretation of expert guidance that shaped 
up risk avoidance response of global society in the form of stockpiling. 
According to global capitalism/information society theory and risk so-
ciety theories, the reach of organizations went multinational from na-
tional and the reach of states became international from within their 
borders due to the advent of the internet (Sandywell, 2003). Similarly, 
the reach and connection of social media users are now at global level 
due to common interests. The world has become a global village due to 
cyberspace, but dystopian researchers warn against the hegemonic and 
colonization-oriented control of new media across the world (Shields, 
1996). A prominent technical and material role is played by the Net in 
developing global risk society (Beck, 1993). For example, it is found that 
many people shared the videos of a quarrel on tissue papers as well as 
empty shelves of markets which created more tension and uncertainty 
regarding consumer panic buying. It is found that many individuals from 
USA and China initiated videos as a social responsibility so that people 
may know what measures are necessary to avoid risks for their families. 
People have purchased groceries (pasta, drinks, rice etc.) and medial 
items (hand sanitizers, gloves, masks) with the purpose to practice social 
distancing and avoid life risks (Fig. 3). 

Therefore, these people purchased extra groceries so that they can 
avoid life threats and uncertainties which is supported by digital global 
theory and risk society theory. Similarly, it was also found that some 
store managers and medical experts who are well known in their social 
circle initiated recommendations to purchase groceries, hand sanitizer, 
gloves, masks, and paracetamol with the purpose of practicing social 
distancing and staying home for the long term. They shared videos, 
audios, posts, and tweets with the purpose to initiate recommendations 
and suggestions for their close friends as well as the general public. But 
the given information is also socially interpreted in the form of rumours, 

sensationalism, and other forms of disinformation because social media 
offering a window into our collective response to the coronavirus 
outbreak. Therefore, high number of similar responses and uncertainty 
developed the social proof for collective action (i.e. stockpiling behav-
iour) which is supported by the social proof theory (Cialdini, 2009). 

As a result, this situation created unavailability of stock which 
increased panic and crises situation among UK residents which is later 
generated social influence. Consequently, empty shelfs, and shortage of 
stock picture started spreading around the globe which create compli-
ance social influence. As Kelman (1958) Compliance occurs when people 
is ready to accept the influence and started buying to avoid punish-
ments/disapproval and gain rewards/approval. Therefore, people 
accepted the behaviour of stockpiling to avoid as punishments of 
shortage of stock during lock down period which was already 
announced by the UK authorities. These evidences are supported by the 
social influence theory which is given by Kelman (1958) who argued 
that social influence can create beliefs and attitudes and subsequent 
behaviours and actions of individuals are affected by referent other 
people. According to social influence theory, social influence can be 
described as social review, consensus, awareness, cooperation, and 
support that can influence consumer buying intention. The findings of 
this study highlighted that social proof regarding uncertainties and in-
securities proof, buying as persuasion, product unavailability proof, 
authorities’ communication, global logic, and expert opinion are some 
of the causes on social media platforms that developed the situation of 
consumer panic buying during Covid-19 pandemic. Social media has 
enhanced social engagement at global level which supported by global 
information society theory (Kittler, 1990) and panic buying behaviour 
reflecting how global society is thinking and reacting to the Covid 19 
crisis which supported by the study of Beck (1993). Therefore, the 
overall findings are supported by four theories such as global informa-
tion (Kittler, 1990), society risk (Beck, 1993), social proof (Cialdini, 
2009) and social influence (Kelman, 1958). 

The expert’s opinion is worked as social proof and impact of on in-
dividual’s behaviour because people in surroundings are particularly 

Fig. 3. Consumer panic buying theory 
(Source: Developed by the author of this study). 
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perceived as more knowledgeable circumstances (Cialdini, 2009). While 
this was not the case in Covid 19 because scientists, government au-
thorities, community leaders and medical experts were using social 
media to describe that what is an unprecedented kind of threat but the 
social interpretation of the these information converted to panic buying 
which is reflecting how global society is thinking and reacting to the 
Covid 19 crisis. In such a manner, social influence and social influence 
theory proved adequate to define the process of consumer panic buying 
behaviour in the form of social influence and social proof that is 
reflecting how global society is thinking and reacting to the risk of 
Covid-19 crisis. Consequently, this research is contributing the theory 
that how social media play a role to develop digital global society to 
react Covid-19 crisis and how social proof created a social influence of 
panic buying behaviour in result social interpretation of the informa-
tion, misinformation and sensationalism in the form 
emotionally-charged or shocking contents. 

The study is focused to develop a framework to synthesize the role of 
social customers’ panic behaviour during crises is supported by research 
findings and said four theories. Based on the results of this study, the 
researcher has offered a panic buying behaviour theory which guides 
how panic buying behaviour developed through social media during 
pandemic crisis communication. It is found that social media allowing 
society to enhance the social exchange regarding unprecedented kind of 
threat which produced social proof through interpretation of expert’s 
information, rumours, sensationalism, and other forms of disinforma-
tion. As Robert Cialdini was the first psychologist to popularize social 
proof theory. According to this theory, an individual who is unaware of 
how to properly behave in a certain situation, will likely take guidance 
from other actions for optimal decision making (Cialdini, 2009). For 
example, it is found that many people have shared videos and messages 
on social media that became viral and widely followed by others with 
the purpose of taking proactive measures regarding staying at home and 
accumulating necessities of their lives but the stockpiling actions were 
not being advised by either experts or government officials. 

The first contribution of this research is to provide explicit evidences 
against the believe of expert opinions which wrongly interpreted by the 
social actors. The second contribution of this research is to define the 
role of number, uncertainty, and similarity in opinions as element of 
social proof theory to generate panic buying behaviour. The third 
contribution is that this study also highlighted high number of similar 
opinions and uncertainty as social proof create compliance social in-
fluence (social influence theory) to create panic buying. The fourth 
contribution of this research is that this research hypothesized the idea 
of global information society (global information society theory) and 
risk society that reflecting how global society is thinking and reacting to 
the global crisis (Fig. 3) 

As the overall phenomenon of panic buying behaviour is created by 
the social interpretation of information, rumours, sensationalism, and 
other forms of disinformation by the social actors therefore the final 
contributed theory underpins by the social constructionism epistemo-
logical position. As the panic buying behaviour is social constructed by 
social actors so studying the patterns through 5 R as roles, relationships, 
rituals, roles, and routines which is suggested by Merriam (2014) 
strengthening the research through understanding the role of different 
social actors who offered various social realities such as the role of 
similarity in opinion, number of opinion, and uncertainty which lead to 
consumer panic buying behaviour. Therefore, understanding of social 
roles, relationships, rituals, and routines improved the understanding 
about the social interpretation and social influence which is created by 
different social actors. Because it has found that panic buying as 
persuasion is also a result of social influence and social proof. People act 
strongly on the buying recommendations of their close friends because 
they feel that their friends are sincere, and their suggestions are helpful 
to take optimal purchase decisions. For example, findings reveal that 
people are strongly connected to their close friends through social media 
therefore they are made proactive decisions regarding how they can deal 

with pandemic situation. It was found that many participants have fol-
lowed their friends and crowd suggestions about buying extra necessary 
food items during Covid-19 pandemic. Consequently, the connection of 
these social realities is buttressing with relativism ontological position. 
Therefore, the overall reliability of the contribution is rooted with four 
theories (global information society, risk society, social influence and 
social proof), additionally the research is also garrison through social 
constructionism epistemological and relativism ontological position (see 
Fig. 2) to hypothesize the social phenomenon of panic buying behaviour 
of people during Covid-19 pandemic. 

9. Limitations and future directions 

The study has provided a useful research framework that highlights 
how social media can play an active role in developing consumer panic 
buying during Covid-19 pandemic. The given research theory is sup-
ported by primary data as well as existing literature, but the validity and 
reliability of the theory is not tested which invites future researchers to 
test it using statistical techniques. Furthermore, semi-structured in-
terviews and qualitative data analysis methods are not fully unbiased 
(Aslam et al., 2018a); therefore, future studies can use probability 
sampling, multiple data collection methods, and statistical techniques to 
produce more valid and generalizable results. The social construction-
ism requires research involvement for understanding, connecting, and 
interpreting his/her own and respondents experiences. Therefore, it may 
include some biasness from author side (Aslam et al., 2018b) therefore 
the results of this study cannot generalize to large population due to 
small sample size. So future researchers can validate the consumer panic 
buying theory by using quantitative data collection and analysis 
methods. 
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