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INTRODUCTION

1. COVID-19 is a global infectious disease
that emerged from Wuhan in China in
December 2019.

2. World Health Organization (WHO)
declared it a pandemic on January 30,
2020 and raised international public
health concerns for it.

3. As of July 15, 2020, more than 13 million
people have been affected by this
disease. To date, around 0.6 million
deaths have been reported.
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PANDEMIC

● When an outbreak of an infectious disease (epidemic)

spreads across a large area like a continent or

worldwide it is labelled as a pandemic.

● A pandemic not only involve a disease or condition that

is widespread or causes a high mortality rate but also a

disease or condition that is very infectious.

● In this new millennia, any health pandemic impacts

human lives and also the socioeconomic, psychological,

political and security spheres of the societies affected.
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DATA ON INFECTION AND 
DEATHS

13 JULY 2021

Confirmed 
Cases

Deaths

USA 33,915,385 607,784

INDIA 30,946,147 411,406

BRAZIL 19,151,993 535,838

JAPAN 824,990 14,923

MALAYSIA 855,949 6,385

https://coronavirus.jhu.edu/region/
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POOR 
RECOVERY

Nikkei COVID-19 
Recovery Index
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CRISIS DEFINED

● Several definitions by 
communication scholars. W. L 
Benoit, W. Timothy Coombs, 
Robert R Ulmer, Timothy L. 
Sellnow, Matthew W. Seeger, 
William Rick Crandall.



STUDIES ON CRISIS

● At the meso level with organisations.

● Short term or short duration.

● Concerned with reputation as in Benoit’s 

”Image Repair Theory” or  Coombs, 

“Situational Crisis Communication Theory.”
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Highland Towers

Genting Landslide

Mas Flight in TawauMH17 AND MH370

Sunway Lagoon

June 29, 1985 

July 31, 1992 

Aug 3, 1996 

Tenaga Blackout

June 30, 1995

December 11, 1993

September 15, 1995
July 17, 2014

March 8, 2014

DIFFERENT PERSPECTIVES

DISASTERS, 
HEALTH
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EMPIRICAL EVIDENCE

Scholars call for empirical 
evidence to develop theories in 

crisis.

Trying to understand the present 
crisis by reviewing previous two 

emergencies.



01

THE MAY 13, 
1969

COVID-19 
EMERGENCY

THE 
EMERGENCY 
(1948 - 1960)

02 03

THREE MALAYSIAN CRISES
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SIMILARITIES

● Emergency declared.

● Threat identified.

● Curfew, lockdown - Control of movement, less 
freedom of movement.
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Second 
emergency

Third 
emergency

THREE CRISES -
GOVERNMENT IN POWER

• Own government 
but coming from 
1969 general election. 

• Forming 
understanding 
among political 
parties.

• National operations 
council, with cabinet 
in existence.

• Coming out from 
another party in 
power to form 
government. 

• National security 
council, with cabinet 
in existence.

First 
emergency

• Moving from British 
government to own 
Malayan 
government.
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FIRST EMERGENCY
• The first emergency was 

clear.  
• The communist terrorists -

identified as the enemy.
• The approach was security.
• Approach to win over the 

hearts and minds of the 
people.

• Strict curfew. 
• Concept of Kampong 

Bharu.
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FIRST EMERGENCY

• The British declared the 
first emergency directed by 
General Templer. 

• It was a military lead 
government.

• When elections were held, 
Tunku Abdul Rahman 
became Chief Minister and  
made clear Malaya to 
achieve independence in 
1957.
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SECOND EMERGENCY
• Riots after the 1969 election 

results were made known.
• The enemy was identified: the 

hatred within us, the fear among 
the races, namely the Malays and 
Chinese.

• Tunku Abdul Rahman was Prime 
Minister, but Tun Razak was 
made Director of Operations

• Again curfew. Military was 
brought in.

• Information given by information 
department officers, radio 
broadcasting and TV.

• Government in near full control of 
communication channels.
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THIRD EMERGENCY
• Another emergency. 

Enemy was not visible. Not 
in human form. 

• Movement Control Order 
(MCO) declared mid March 
2020.

• Emergency based on 
health.

• DG of Health - the technical 
person, not politicians or 
security officials as the 
main actors.
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Second 
emergency

Third 
emergency

DIFFERENCES
IN GOVERNMENT

• Prime Minister Tunku
Abdul Rahman.

• But Director of 
Operations, 
MAGERAN, Tun 
Abdul Razak, with 
absolute powers.

• Newly formed 
government, with 
slim majority. 

First 
emergency

• Government of the 
day: military general 
operating.

• Later PERIKATAN 
under Tunku Abdul 
Rahman.

• 1955 elections 51/52
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FIRST 
EMERGENCY

● Malayans were all out to support 
the government. 

● Government instructions were  
accepted without  counter-
suggestions.

● Government spokespersons. Clearly 
from the security.

● Information Department from 
Department of Public Relations in 
1946 later merged to form 
Information Services  in 1951.

● Government machinery in 
providing information - Face to 
face,  and electronic.
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SECOND 
EMERGENCY

● To win over the people.

● Political will. Birth of Barisan Nasional.

● All out to get all states to agree to 

fundamentals.

● Information department very strong.

● Liaison officers appointed to explain 

government policy
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THIRD 
EMERGENCY

● Spokesperson. One on health and the other 
on “security” for all.

● Information not conducted by Information 
Department (now part of Ministry of 
Communications and Multimedia).

● Communication channels in society now also 
with non-government sector.

● Concept of fake news.
● Need to be in full control in information, but 

to allow for  feedback (different society).
● Ministers cannot go down to assure people as 

in first and second emergency.
● Medium of communication is mediated, 

webinar.
● Facebook, WhatsApp, Twitters.

21



• In first and second emergencies, media were

radio, newspapers and television.

FIRST AND SECOND 
EMERGENCY
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● Use of media: traditional 

and social media.

● People can react using the 

new media.

● Fake news.

● Hence Government has lost 

its role as the sole provider 

of information.

PRESENT EMERGENCY
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SAME SOLUTIONS

● Similar solutions offered: one

spokesperson, stakeholders, PRO

office to answer from the press.

● Information not coordinated.

● Ministers caught violating the

lockdowns cause Rakyat to be

disheartened.
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● Long period of time.

● Good economy in First and Second Emergencies.

● Government or management not responsible 

but held responsible to solve the issue.

● Stakeholders are the whole country.

● The resources are the whole country.

● Must get people together.

● Worldwide issue.

● Not clear-cut solutions.

DIFFERENT PROBLEMS
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BIGGER

LESSONS
• We have good medical and health 

system.

• This is product of investment and 

good education system.
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HOPE, 
RESILIENCE

● In first emergency, there was hope: 

MERDEKA.

● The first Malayan five-year plan.

● In second emergency, Barisan Nasional 

was formed. Hope: New Economic Policy

formulated, Rukun Negara.

● Third Emergency: Recovery Plan. Can it 

sustain?
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Strong government leadership 
(see US under Joe Biden and 
Donald Trump)

Long term 
perspective

Drawing from “past 
investments”: the 
medical infrastructure,  
security, education

Strong government 
intervention

Self  community 
resilience 

SOLUTION
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Every Emergency brings in:

● Recovery Plan.

● Push Malaysia further ahead.

EFFECTS

First Emergency

Independence, First 
Malaya Plan.

Second Emergency

Barisan Nasional, NEP.

Third Emergency

To  push for Malaysia 
ahead.
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● Family,

● Military,

● Political Leaders.

TRUST IN 
INSTITUTIONS
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APRIL 2019 

(n = 1,544) 

MARCH 2021 

(n = 822)

Parents 91% 85%

Siblings 90% -

Relatives 83% -

Spiritual/religious leaders 86% 79%

Community leaders 74% 64%

Friends 73% -

Neighbours 72% 70%

Teachers 79% 83%

Military 76% 79%

APRIL 2019 

(n = 1,544) 

MARCH 2021 

(n = 822)

Civil service 67% 75%

Legal & judiciary 66% 67%

Police 65% 70%

Malaysian big companies 62% 75%

Mass media 61% 67%

Parliament 64% 68%

Malaysian government 61% 67%

Political leaders 57% 48%

Political parties 54% 57%

62% 62%

66%

69%

% EDELMAN

% GALLUP

FINDINGS
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YOU CANNOT SEE 
THE ENEMY TO 

ATTACK, BUT YOU 
HAVE AN ENEMY 

TO UNITE.
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THANK 
YOU!
sarabidid@iium.edu.my


