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Abstract

This research aims to identify types of media used by the Acehnese people in seeking information about
COVID-19, and people’s perceptions and responses to the information that increases their likelihood of
the risk of the pandemic. This study employs a quantitative approach, in which an online survey
distributed through social media. All 324 respondents gave their consent to participate in filling out the
research questionnaire. The study found that Acehnese people prefer online media and television (TV)
to receive information about COVID-19, especially when people can access the information online
(streaming). The finding indicates that people tend to trust information obtained through the media more
than direct information (face to face) conveyed by the government. Regarding the public responses, this
study found that most respondents argue the lack of government action in disseminating information
about COVID-19. It is believed that this condition is likely to bring up false information (hoax) from
untrustworthy information sources. This response has an impact on the level of public trust towards the
government as the main source of information in handling the pandemic. Respondents claim that the
local government has a slow response in providing information about people who are infected by the
virus, including insufficient information on the intervention of prevention and treatment carried out to
stop the spread of the virus.
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Introduction Aceh, the local Government received a positive

The COVID-19 pandemic has global, acknowledgement from the central government.
regional, national, and local impacts. The first The government considers Aceh as one of the
case of COVID-19 in Aceh occurred on March Provinces to well-perform in reducing the
23, 2020. A patient from Lhokseumawe City spread of Coronavirus, with only a small
died after being tested positive for COVID-19 number of positive cases found compared to
and became Patient Under Supervision (PDP). other provinces in the country (Eda, 2020)
Therefore, on March 26, 2020, the However, towards the middle of the year,
spokesperson of Aceh COVID-19 Task Force particularly, after the celebration of two Islamic
2020 announced that it was the first case in Religious Holidays - Fid al-Fitr and Eid al-
Aceh or so-called 826 cases for national level. Adha, the COVID-19 cases in Aceh increased
At the beginning of the COVID-19 outbreak in significantly (Bakri, 2020). Even on August 17,
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2020, the Province ranks third for the highest
number of cases found daily, after Jakarta and
East Java (Dinamika, 2020). As of this writing,
December 9, 2020, the Aceh Government
Health Service has identified 8444 confirmed
positive cases of COVID-19, 1093 are in
treatment, and 325 people have died (Aceh
Health Department, 2020)

Several efforts have been carried out by the
local and central government to stop the spread
of COVID-19 throughout Indonesia. The
government has declared the country to be in a
state of a health emergency, resulting in the
closure of campuses, schools, houses of
worship, tourist areas, and other public spaces.
Moreover, activities involving large gatherings
of people are prohibited and people are advised
to avoid crowds. The government urged people
to stay and continue their activities from home
during the pandemic. For this reason, all
community activities are carried out online. The
Aceh government also made several efforts to
stop the spread of the virus. As stated by the
acting Governor of Aceh (Now Governor) —
Nova Iriansyah, namely (1) establishing an
information center, setting up hospitals with
isolation rooms for patients infected by
COVID-19, (2) educating the public of the
spread of COVID-19, (3) imposing night
restriction, and (4) building an alert system task
force coordinated by the city and district health
office to identify the spread of COVID-19
(Supriatin, 2020).

This pandemic has impacted the lives of
the Acehnese people. Many companies, public
transportation, and tourism sites were called for
a temporary closure. Moreover, offices are
required to reduce their working hours,
resulting in people earning less income and
even losing jobs. This has significantly affected
the economics of the community (Ngadi,
Meliana, & Purba, 2020). However, the impact
of COVID-19 includes both physical and
psychological, for example, stress and
depression among patients and the community
in general. Patients are anxious when diagnosed
or confirmed positive and infected by the virus
and worried that they will be stigmatized by the
public. The public is also worried about the
increasing numbers of COVID-19 cases.
Meanwhile, the media plays an important role
in disseminating both accurate and false
information (hoaxes). This condition increases
stress and has an impact on lowering people’s
immune systems (Afifah, Nur, 2020).

Despite the significant impact of COVID-
19, many people, including the Acehnese

people have different perceptions and responses
to respond to this global pandemic, ranging
from those who believe to those disbelieve the
threats and effects of COVID-19. For instance,
within a communal community, like the
Acehnese people, who are used to carry out
collective gatherings and group activities, the
policy to stay at home during COVID-19 limits
the movement of the community in carrying out
their daily social activities outside their home.
The unprecedented condition has changed the
patterns of how the community interacts and
communicates. For example, shaking hands and
hugging people when meeting was considered
normal; but during the pandemic, the social
interaction pattern changes, and influences
people’s behavior with one another.

Interaction and communication patterns
have also been replaced through online media,
such as WhatsApp, Skype, Zoom, Google Meet,
and other applications. These online platforms
are used for searching and exchanging
information, in the context of working relations
or for the purpose to stay in touch with each
other (Budiansyah, 2020). Although the
changes in the way people carry out personal
and social activities have shifted by the
existence of technology, in general, people still
carry out normal activities collectively and tend
to ignore the recommended health protocols,
that is the ‘3M Campaign’—memakai masker
(wearing mask), menjaga jarak (physical and
social distancing), and mencuci tangan
(washing hands).

The ways of how society differs in
response to COVID-19 information are
influenced not only by the socio-cultural factors
practiced in the community but also by how
people seek information that is needed and
considered important. The search for
information by a person or society is influenced
by the media they used or utilized in finding the
information (information-seeking behavior)
(Kim, Ahn, Atkinson, & Kahlor, 2020;
Rosemary, 2018).

The level of frequency of people using the
media indicates the type of media used for
information seeking (Atkin, 1972; Joanna,
Ching-Sei, I-Tien, & Sun-Kyung, 2014; Kim,
Sun, Sin, Joanna, Ching, & He, 2013; Muusses,
Weert, van, & Dulmen, van, 2011). If a person
frequently uses social media, such as Facebook,
Twitter, and Instagram, then it is likely the
person is looking for the information about
COVID-19 through social media. According to
Wilson (1999), information behavior relates to
how a person identifies his need of the
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information and the effort in searching for
information through various ways. Wilson
(1999), further explains that information
behavior involves human behavior using
information through various sources and
channels of information (both passive and
active information seeking). People tend to
search for information that is related to their
daily needs and utilize the media they trust.

Recent studies showed an increase in
people's behavior in seeking information about
COVID-19 in Indonesia, especially since the
end of January 2020. This quantitative study —
in which the data collected through the Google
Trends application found that the Indonesian
Government's statement regarding COVID-19
was the factor driving the increase and the shift
of people’s information seeking activities about
the Coronavirus outbreak (Limilia &
Pratamawaty, Bona, 2020)

The rise of information seeking activities is
argued to affect changes in people's perceptions
and behaviors in response to COVID-19
pandemic. However, with the significant
increase in the number of COVID-19 cases in
Indonesia, including in Aceh Province, it seems
to be intriguing to identify how the Acehnese
people searched for information about COVID-
19 and their responses to the messages. This
study aims to answer the following research
questions: (1) to identify the media used in
seeking information, and (2) to investigate how
the public’s perceptions and responses to the
COVID-19 information they are seeking or
receiving.

Theoretical Framework

During the unprecedented COVID-19
pandemic, the government requires to carry out
effective risk communication. Poor risk
communication can lead to an increase in
confusion and uncertainty in society. According
to Abrams and Matthew (2020) risk
communication aims to make the public calm
and reduce the risks posed by a global health
outbreak that has a systemic impact, like
COVID-19 (Abrams, M & Matthew, 2020).
Meanwhile Frewer (2004) argues that risk
communication must consider the values and
concerns of the communities. When people
need information containing  high-risk
consequences, such as a disease or a pandemic,
they prefer clear and sufficient information
about the risk. With the efficacy information
about the risk, people and the community are
expected to carry out risk mitigation as needed
by the information given (Covello, T, Peters, G,

Wojtecki, G, & Hyde, C, 2001; Evensen &
Clarke, 2012; Feldman, Hart, Sol, & Milosevic,
2015; Rosemary & Evensen, 2020).

However, how one views the risk of an
outbreak does not always correlate with the
actual risk. For example, the increasing number
of COVID-19 cases in Aceh Province has made
people aware of the dangers of the virus. People
consider the pandemic to be negative for health,
welfare, and their livelihoods. Yet, the positive
public understanding of the outbreak is not in
line with their adherence to the health protocols
to prevent the spread of COVID-19. This non-
linear condition is influenced by two factors:
differences in the socio-cultural context of the
local community (Lewis & Lewis, 2014), and
the process of seeking information about
COVID-19 by the community (Kim et al.,
2020).

The socio-cultural differences of society
will have an impact on a person’s values and
beliefs in comprehending and coping a problem
or an issue. For example, in fighting the
COVID-19 outbreak, instead of avoiding
crowded, people in several districts in Aceh
tend to hold on to their religious practices, such
as carrying out religious event collectively
around the villages —dzikir, that is an Islamic
tradition where many people sit together
reciting the Holy Quran and praising their
prophet Muhammad SAW. People believe that
this activity can prevent the spread of the
contagious disease (Fahzian, 2020).

Information seeking is a concept related to
the process and desire to obtain the desired
information from various sources (Kim et al.,
2020). In the emergency period of the COVID-
19 pandemic, information seeking is an
important aspect and process to gain correct
information on how to prevent the spread of the
Coronavirus as well as information about the
impact of the global disease. People seek
information to reduce the uncertainty caused by
the escalation of information about the
outbreak. The search for information is related
to the information the public wants and needs
and the media channels or platforms they use to
obtain that information (Kim et al., 2020;
Rosemary, 2018).

Several studies examined the relationship
between the announcement of the COVID-19
cases and the increased search for information
about this pandemic. This condition occurs in
several countries, such as the United States
(Bento, I et al., 2020), Spain (Moreno, Lara,
Fuentes, & Navarro, 2020), Singapore and
South Korea (Kim et al., 2020), including
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Indonesia (Limilia & Pratamawaty, Bona,
2020). The results of all these studies indicate
relatively positive information-seeking
behavior about COVID-19 and efforts to
acquire information about this pandemic. There
has been no study that specifically examines
how the community searches for information
related to COVID-19 in a collective cultural
context, such as the people of Aceh, including
studies that identify the media people choose
and use in seeking this information, and how
they respond to the information obtained.

Material and Methodology

This study uses a descriptive study through
the distribution of online surveys to identify the
media use to seek information about COVID-19
and to investigate the response of the Acehnese
people to COVID-19 information. This research
is not quantitative research with hypothesis
testing and does not require a sampling method
under the error term. This research
questionnaire question was not built with
"validity" and "reliability" tests but was built
based on research needs.

The data collected through this online
survey is the data related to COVID-19 and
information seeking which belongs to the
Department of Communication Studies, Faculty
of Social and Political Sciences, University of
Syiah Kuala, and the Center for Innovative
Government and Society Studies (CIGSS).

The online survey was conducted amid the
COVID-19 pandemic—May and June 2020.
The survey was distributed through various
media platforms, both SMS and social media,
such as WhatsApp, Facebook, Instagram, and
Twitter. Respondents were asked for their
consents before filling out the survey. The
survey questions included respondents’
demographic information and questions related
to the media used by the public to find
information about COVID-19. Respondents
were also asked to answer questions about their
perceptions and responses to the Coronavirus
information received.

The data collected from the online survey
are analyzed quantitatively using SPSS tool to
measure the percentage value of each analyzed
variables. The findings regarding the media
used by respondents in seeking information
related to COVID-19 and their responses to the
information are explained descriptively.

Results and Discussion
A total of 324 respondents agreed to
participate in and fill out an online survey. The

survey is about the media use to search
information about COVID-19 and the response
of the Acehnese people about COVID-19. The
number of female respondents (51.5%) was
more than men (48.5%) of various ages. The
majority were adolescents, namely 19 years
(13%), and generally were students, especially
non-health students (38.6%). From their
educational ~ backgrounds, the  average
respondent had graduated from high school
(41%). Considering that the majority of
respondents were students, most of them were
single (66.4%) and admitted they did not have a
regular income (40.4%) because they had not
worked. Generally, respondents live in urban
areas (65.3%) and mostly come from Eastern
Aceh District (40.4%).

The different statuses and backgrounds of
respondents indicate that women have access to
media more than men. These results confirm the
findings made by the Pew Research Center on
media use, specifically on social media, in
2015. Women tend to use social media more
frequently (68%) than men (62%). The cluster
of young people in this study allegedly had a
higher response and enthusiasm in seeking
information related to the COVID-19 outbreak.
The data confirm the findings that the young
adult group, namely those aged 18 to 29 years,
is the group that uses social media the most,
which is around 90% compared to other age
groups (Perrin, 2015).

Media Usage to Seek Information about
COVID-19

Regarding  questions on  seeking
information about COVID-19, the majority of
respondents admitted that they often sought
(through reading) information about the spread
of this virus. This confirms the research
conducted by Limlia and Pratamawaty
regarding the acceleration search for messages
about COVID-19 in Indonesia, especially after
the government announces the health
emergency (Limilia & Pratamawaty, Bona,
2020). This intense search for the information is
understandable, considering the COVID-19
outbreak is a new issue but has a significant
impact on aspects of people's lives, particularly
social and economic.

Communities' active behavior in seeking
information about COVID-19 shows that
respondents prefer to use mass media—
Television (TV) to gain information about the
pandemic. Our study found that respondents
trusted the COVID-19 information conveyed by
television media (36.1%), followed by online
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media or internet (32.7%), and social media
(19.8%). Although social media is argued as the
most frequently used platform by respondents,
especially among young people, the Acehnese
people are likely to prefer and trust the
information about COVID-19 conveyed by the
mainstream media, especially TV, as the main
source to obtain information about the
pandemic.

This condition can be explained,
considering that the information conveyed by
the mainstream media can also be accessed

online (media digitization) and live streaming.
This confirms the finding of previous studies on
media preference in seeking health information,
that female respondents prefer online media.
Apart from the fact that the information
obtained is quick and can be immediately
shared with others, the flexible nature of the
media (mobile), which can be accessed
anywhere through the screen of a cellular phone
(cell phone) (including while traveling), is their
choice of entrusting social media to find
information about health (Rosemary, 2018).

Trusted Media Platform for Information about COVID-19

19.8%"

36.1%
32.7%
m Newspaper Television Online Media
Social Media Radio Pamflet/Brochure

= Don't Know

Figure 1. Trusted media platform for information about COVID-19
Source: Statistics Analysis (SPSS)

The findings support the collaborative
study conducted by the Faculty of
Communication Sciences, Padjajaran
University (Unpad), and Pancasila University
who are collaborating with the Department of
Empirical Media Research and Political
Communication Technische, Universtat
Ilmenau in Germany. The three educational
institutions conducted joint research on public
opinion regarding government policies in
handling COVID-19. The results of a study
presented in the Unpad Public Relations Press
Release confirmed that people tend to seek and
rely on information about COVID-19 through
the mass media, especially private television,
compared to health information delivered
directly by the central government. The
majority of respondents studied (82%) claimed
to receive information about COVID-19
through private TV channels, and 58% get
information through Central TVRI and
Regional TVRI broadcasts (West Java
Provincial Government, 2020).

This study found that respondents have a
high dependency on the media (both
mainstream and new media). The results of this
online survey also found that respondents
trusted information related to COVID-19 from
the mass media more than information from
health workers or other health experts. These
findings are relatively different from a survey
conducted by Kantar Sifo - a market research
company in Sweden. The audience survey
found that the media remains the main source of
access to information. The public has higher
trust in information about COVID-19 conveyed
by health experts and researchers compared to
information reported by other sources through
national media (Vetenskap & Allménhet,
2020).

Differences of belief in the information
sought and chosen by the community are
influenced by many factors, both individual
characteristics, social-economic status,
education to the cultural and political context of
the local community (Lewis & Lewis, 2014). In
the Indonesian context, there are also concerns
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about how the media tends to overexpress
negative things in capturing and disseminating
information about COVID-19 which causes
people to feel depressed rather than enlightened
by the information. This shows the importance
of information sources and content to create
behavior change in society.

Public Response to COVID-19 Information

This online survey found variations in
people's opinions and responses to the COVID-
19 information they sought or received. Most
respondents argued that the government (both
Central and Regional Government) remains a
lack of action in disseminating and handling the
information about COVID-19. This condition
affects their level of trust in the government as
the main and official source of information
regarding health pandemic.

The survey respondents showed that the
government is still relatively slow in providing
information related to data on confirmed
COVID-19 cases. The COVID-19 data was
updated and available through the website of the
Ministry of Health of the Republic of Indonesia,
namely the Ministry of Health's Emerging
Infection page (Kemenkes, 2020). and, for
Aceh, it was provided by the Aceh Provincial
Health Office through the Aceh Health Service
website (Aceh Government, 2020; Aceh Health
Department, 2020) However, respondents
deemed the available data incomplete and out-
of-date. This is wunderstandable that not
everyone has an interest in numerical
information which is difficult for them to
understand without further explanation.

Respondents' response to the information about COVID-19

Not updated Lack about prevention

mTrust with central government

Lack about treatment

High hoaxes Anxious of Covid-19

m Trust with local government

Figure 2. Summary of Respondents’ Response to the Information about COVID-19
Source: Statistics Analysis (SPSS)

In addition, respondents considered that
the government was still lacking in providing
information as to preventing the spread of the
Coronavirus and how to treat patients with
confirmed COVID-19. The limited information
related to these two health aspects, especially in
the early days of the pandemic in Aceh, is
understandable, given the emergency nature
and limited credible sources that can convey
one-way official information to the public.
However, the vacuum of such information has
the potential to generate hoaxes or false
information submitted by untrustworthy
sources. This condition was confirmed by
respondents who stated that there was still a lot
of fake information related to COVID-19 which
had the opportunity to grow since it was easily

and quickly shared and forwarded by the
community through social media.

The spread of false information creates
confusion and uncertainty in the community,
which contributes to the increase in their
anxiety and worry about this pandemic
condition. As stated by (JovanCevic &
Milic¢evi¢, 2020), (Berawi, Ali, 2020) and
(Peconga, K et al., 2020). When people are
anxious, they are likely to be influenced by
information that they perceive can secure and
protect them in socio-economic, health, and
well-being. This type of person tends to entrust
information distributed around their circle
which has a potential social, economic, and
health protection (Nurrahmi & Syam, 2020;
Tasnim, Hossain, & Mazumder, 2020),
particularly within the society having high
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engagement with social media. According to
research carried out by the researchers, the
widespread use of social media has an
implication to the spread of fake news or hoaxes
through the social media platforms (Apuke,
Destiny & Omar, 2020; Nurrahmi & Syam,
2020; Tagliabue, Luca Galassi, & Mariani,
2020),

The increase in death cases due to COVID-
19 is spreading rapidly around the world,
including in Indonesia, and Aceh. This false
information about the global pandemic results
in people’s feelings of worry, anxiety, and even
stress. Many Acehnese people are feeling
anxious, panic, and uncertain. This condition
made them vulnerable to hoaxes about the
outbreak. For example, information about
drinking infused water can protect from the
Coronavirus, or the COVID-19 involves a
conspiration issue.

The spread of information about COVID-
19 in the community which is sometimes
difficult to differentiate between accurate and
false information (hoaxes) is problematic,
especially when people are reluctant and ignore
the importance of information checking before
consuming the messages. The information
overload on the health issue causes
psychological problems, such as anxiety and
uncertainty. According to Nicomedes & Avila
(2020) Nguyen & Vu (2020), and Ahinkorah et
al. (2020), anxiety is a response to certain
threatening situations and is a normal condition
that occurs because of the impact of
development, changes, and new experiences.
Anxiety is characterized by the appearance of
fear, caution, and vigilance that is unclear and
unpleasant. Anxiety mostly occurs when
information received is not clear, and
sometimes false/fake (hoax) and inadequate.
The normal feeling of anxiety then becomes
abnormal anxiety as experienced by individuals

and people.
The overload of information (tsunami
information) addressing COVID-19,

particularly fake information, tends to attract
people’s attention because some of the
messages convey the idea of protection to
people’s socio-economic, and health likelihood.
People prefer and neglect the information that is
not benefitting them. The unavoidable massive
information results in people becoming more
anxious because of their inability to filter the
accurate and important information over those
that are false and unnecessary.

Conclusion

This study provides information on how
people in Aceh seek information related to
COVID-19 through the media they use to find
this information and their responses to the
information received. Respondents use more
online media in addition to other mass media,
such as TV, in obtaining information about this
pandemic. People have higher trust in the
information conveyed by the media than the
information distributed directly (face-to-face)
from the government including experts and
health workers and members of the Aceh
Province COVID-19 Task Force.

The public’s high dependence on the
media makes them vulnerable to receiving false
information about this issue, which they should
have obtained through accurate sources made
available officially by the government. Their
vulnerability to various false information
(hoaxes) affects their responses to the
information they receive. This study found that
respondents had a negative response to the
information released by the government,
especially regarding actions in handling
COVID-19 in Aceh province. The low level of
public trust in the actions and policies taken by
the government in overcoming the COVID-19
health emergency influences how people react
to this pandemic.

This study only explores people's
information-seeking ~ behavior  regarding
COVID-19 information through the media they
use. The limitation of this study is merely
explaining the types of media platforms used by
respondents in seeking information, that affect
what information they get, which can be seen
from their responses to the information
received. Further studies are needed to discover
more about the impact of the information
received on people's attitudes and behaviors
about the pandemic, specifically how the
community attitudes and behaviors regarding
the health protocol information and their
compliance with the regulation to prevent and
stop the spread of the Coronavirus.
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