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Abstract

The COVID-19 pandemic has triggered a health emergency as a vaccine for it has 
not been found yet requiring the government to seriously manage it. Therefore, the 
government needs to effectively implement non-pharmaceutical measures. One of the 
measures to suppress the spread of the virus is public communication. The govern-
ment’s public communication in dealing with COVID-19 has faced problems resulted 
in low public discipline and awareness thus far. This study used a quantitative approach 
with descriptive statistics analysis. The analysis does not generalize the result but it 
can explain the characteristics of the sample to formulate the meaning of the result. 
The findings show that the public communication management of the government 
of Indonesia has not been effective because the dissemination of public information 
is diverse and inconsistent. This is because the government gives freedom to various 
media to provide information to the public, which creates a gap in the management 
of COVID-19 in Indonesia and results in low public discipline and awareness (mean 
value 2,97). Therefore, it is difficult for the government to deal with and manage health 
emergencies caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. Research has shown that the govern-
ment must provide the public with consistent and valid information (mean value 3,51), 
monitor and supervise mass and electronic media, and use social media and online 
media to provide valid information from the government and disseminate positive and 
educative information to the public (mean value 4,06).
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INTRODUCTION

The COVID-19 pandemic is a threat to human health and life, causing 
panic, anxiety and even depression (Qiu et al., 2020). Such conditions 
can be controlled with appropriate government responses. This paper 
focuses on how the government of Indonesia manages, responds, and 
educates the public during the COVID-19 pandemic through public 
communication so that the public is not panic but willing to support 
the government’s measures.

Public communication plays an important role in assisting the gov-
ernment’s steps in handling COVID-19 as is done by China (Wilder-
Smith & Freedman, 2020; Wu & McGoogan, 2020). Furthermore, this 
step was considered successful, given the existence of government gov-
ernance regarding public communication. The government has taken 
strategic measures in managing COVID-19, including isolation, so-
cial and physical distancing, work from home, and Large-Scale Social 
Restrictions (PSBB), but they have not shown success in stopping the 
transmission of the virus thus far. In general, the community has a 
low level of discipline and awareness. This requires the government to 
prepare a strategy to increase discipline and awareness. Therefore, it is 
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necessary to implement educative public communication, especially risk communication. Risk commu-
nication during a pandemic has a positive correlation with public trust in the government (Blair et al., 
2017; Liao et al., 2010; Sheen et al., 2020; van der Weerd et al., 2011).

The government’s public communication can be a source for the community to take action. Therefore, 
it is crucial to use public communication that can affect public understanding and trust in the govern-
ment. Public communication can be carried out before and during the pandemic, and then the result 
can be evaluated based on community responses (Triwibowo, 2020). Positive evaluation results will 
increase public confidence and vice versa, depending on how the government implements a public com-
munication strategy in responding to the COVID-19 pandemic.

Public communication implemented during the COVID-19 pandemic shows challenges that require 
comprehensive research. To date, the government of Indonesia has not been effective in implementing 
public communication. Therefore, this study aims to identify the management of public communica-
tion in governing the COVID-19 pandemic in Indonesia. Public communication affects public reactions. 
Thus, it is crucial to develop a national strategy to reduce the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic by 
slowing down the transmission and conducting research (Cowper, 2020).

1. LITERATURE REVIEW

COVID-19 has become a pandemic (Chopra et al., 
2020; Lenca & Vayena, 2020), causing emergencies 
both in humanity (Hua & Shaw, 2020) and health 
(Lenca & Vayena, 2020). The emergency has to 
be properly managed because it affected people’s 
lives. The COVID-19 pandemic is growing rapidly 
worldwide (Robinson & Kengatharan, 2020) and 
has received aggressive responses consisting of 
testing, screening, contact tracing, social distanc-
ing, travel restrictions, and appeals to stay at home 
(Berger et al., 2020). The government’s responses 
are followed up with public communication to 
convey public information about COVID-19 to 
the public. Stakeholders’ comprehensive strategies 
are the key to the success of public communica-
tion about COVID-19 (Chopra et al., 2020).

The COVID-19 pandemic has caused health 
emergencies and requires integrated emergency 
management such as risk communication (Zhang 
et al., 2020). Risk communication can provide an 
understanding of the public about the dangers of 
the COVID-19 pandemic. The communication 
is intended to educate the community to stop 
the transmission of the virus (Paakkari & Okan, 
2020). Public communications of COVID-19 
should be done on time and regularly updat-
ed (Chopra et al., 2020). This means that public 
communication of COVID-19 must use the latest 
data and convey it on time. The latest data on the 

development of COVID-19 provides the latest in-
formation to the public.

Public information data about COVID-19 must 
be clear. Public communication should also be 
clear and compassionate (Wang et al., 2020). 
Compassionate means not scaring the public, 
but providing lessons and understanding about 
COVID-19, for example explaining the risks or 
ways to avoid the transmission. Conveying infor-
mation about the use of face masks during this 
pandemic is crucial (Chopra et al., 2020).

Public communication can be implement-
ed by the government with various strategies. 
Communication plays a role in providing educa-
tion during the COVID-19 pandemic (Hamzah et 
al., 2020). Public communication can be central-
ized in the government and can also involve social 
media as implemented in China, but it must be 
wisely used (Wilder-Smith & Freedman, 2020; Wu 
& McGoogan, 2020). Public communication can al-
so be centralized in health centers as implemented 
in Taiwan, where the government also controlled 
the social media (Oxford Analytica, 2020; Wang et 
al., 2020) and required all hospitals to report public 
information regularly (Chopra et al., 2020).

The government’s public communication can al-
so be done through mass media and online media. 
Conveying public information through the mass 
media can also educate the public about the patho-
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genesis, transmission, prevention, and control of 
the virus (Liu et al., 2020). Meanwhile, online me-
dia utilize digital technology in accordance with 
current development in technology. The COVID-19 
pandemic provides great opportunities for digital 
technology to improve public health and commu-
nication (Ting et al., 2020). Digital technology can 
be in the form of social media. Social media can 
be one of the communication media during health 
crises and disasters (Yu et al., 2020). Since the be-
ginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, social media 
has been a source of information and discussion 
(Xinning et al., 2017; Zhao et al., 2020).

Some literature shows varied responses to the 
COVID-19 pandemic in various countries. Indeed, 
some apply the same measures but get different 
results (Remuzzi & Remuzzi, 2020). Thus, this 
causes a gap in controlling the virus. This means 
that each country must prepare a good strategy 
to control the virus, including a communication 
strategy to minimize the gap or even avoid it. To 
date, no literature or study specifically addresses 
the issue of public communication in controlling 
the COVID-19 pandemic. Indonesia’s government 
public communication shows inconsistency that 
affects people’s understanding. Therefore, it is nec-
essary to conduct this study in order to find solu-
tions that contribute to the development of science 
and countries with poor public communication.

Studies related to public communication during 
the COVID-19 pandemic have never been carried 
out to date, but some studies have resulted in the 
information of public communication applied by 
several countries. Previous studies showed that the 
Chinese government implemented public commu-
nication by determining the main sources of pub-
lic information handled by the government (Wu & 
McGoogan, 2020) and wisely using social (Wilder-
Smith & Freedman, 2020). Meanwhile, the Taiwan 
government has public communication, which 
is centralized to the National Health Command 
Center (NHCC) and has been launched since the 
2003 SARS pandemic. This command center coor-
dinates with various agencies, including the Central 
Epidemic Command Center (Oxford Analytica, 
2020; Wang et al., 2020), and the government-con-
trolled social media during the pandemic (Cheng et 
al., 2020). Further, all hospitals sent public informa-
tion on time (Chopra et al., 2020).

Previous studies (Cheng et al., 2020; Chopra et 
al., 2020; Wang et al., 2020; Wu & McGoogan, 
2020) in China and Taiwan did not focus on pub-
lic communication as a whole but resulted in sev-
eral aspects, including a public communication 
strategy in controlling the COVID-19 pandem-
ic. The public communication strategy in China 
was carried out by the government and did not 
prohibit other media, such as mass media, elec-
tronic media, social media, etc., but the govern-
ment did not give them freedom and warned to 
provide positive and educative information. This 
also happens in Indonesia but the government of 
Indonesia gives freedom to various media to dis-
seminate public information without filtering the 
information to be conveyed. Meanwhile, public 
communication in Taiwan is centralized at the 
National Health Command Center in which 
mass media are monitored by the government 
not to disseminate public information about 
COVID-19 and emphasize hospitals to report 
any information to the command center soon. 
Strategies implemented in Taiwan differed from 
those in Indonesia. Although the government of 
Indonesia has established a coordination center 
as a source of public information, it also gives 
freedom to various media to convey public infor-
mation. Even this country often shows inconsist-
ent information between hospitals and the gov-
ernment, both local and central government.

Some previous studies (Cheng et al., 2020; 
Chopra et al., 2020; Wang et al., 2020; Wu & 
McGoogan, 2020) showed different phenome-
non with the condition in Indonesia, which cre-
ates gaps in implementing a public communica-
tion strategy. Since the first COVID-19 case has 
been announced by the President on March 2, 
2020 (Almuttaqi, 2020), there have been incon-
sistent information and public communication 
issues. Public communication has been criticized 
by many parties, including experts, researchers, 
public and even government officials. The com-
munity expects that the government institution 
and mass media can provide information for the 
best decision-making for the affected community 
(Lestari et al., 2020).

This research framework covers several strategies 
undertaken by several countries and successful-
ly implements public communication different 
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from the Indonesian Government’s communica-
tion strategy, which is experiencing various prob-
lems. The problem is the discipline and aware-
ness of the low society that raises the gap in im-
plementing public communication in Indonesia. 
Based on this, a solution is proposed that can 
improve the communication strategy applied to 
improve the discipline and awareness of society 
and ultimately help the government in fighting 
the COVID-19 (Figure 1).

2. METHODS AND DATA

This study used a quantitative method using 
primary and secondary data. The data were 
collected from observations, questionnaires, 
and documents. The observation was to identi-
fy public communications implemented by the 
government in responding to the COVID-19 

pandemic. The questionnaire was developed to 
collect data from respondents and consisted of 
a list of questions based on phenomena in the 
field. Before being distributed, the question-
naire was validated first through a pilot test in 
a region in which all question items were valid 
and reliable. The questionnaire was distributed 
using a Google form to all regions in Indonesia. 
Meanwhile, written documents covered books, 
journals, official government websites, infor-
mation from mass media, and electronic media, 
including online media.

The sample for this study consisted of people aged 
20 and over from Indonesia willing to fill out the 
questionnaire via a Google form. A total of 268 re-
spondents completed the questionnaire. The col-
lected data were then analyzed using descriptive 
statistics to organize and describe the characteris-
tics of the sample. 

Source: Authors.

Figure 1. Research framework
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3. RESULTS

The results of this study cover data about the pub-
lic communication problems of Indonesia’s gov-
ernment, the results of the SPSS test in the form 
of descriptive statistics, and the proposed research 
framework.

3.1. Public communication issues

The government of Indonesia provides varied pub-
lic information without restricting mass media 
and other electronic media in providing public 
information. In general, the government’s pub-
lic communication strategy has not been effec-
tive as it has received a lot of criticism from ex-

perts, researchers, and even from the public thus 
far. The government’s communication strategy in 
managing the COVID-19 pandemic faced many 
challenges such as unclear transmission clusters 
and limited information on the management of 
the victims (Sucahyo, 2020). The government did 
not provide detailed information to avoid panic 
and chaos (Liputan6.com, 2020). Different public 
communications regarding the management of 
COVID-19 illustrate the lack of government coor-
dination (Maharani, 2020a). Table 1 presents some 
problems in public communication in Indonesia.

Table 1 shows that the government of Indonesia 
faced difficulties in implementing effective com-
munication in which the government officials 

Table 1. Problems in public communication in Indonesia

Phase Statement 

Pre-crisis  

(end of January 

–early March 

2020)

False statements by state officials such as President, Vice President, Minister of Health, Coordinating Minister 
for Maritime Affairs, Coordinating Minister for Politics, Law, and Human Rights, Coordinating Minister for the 
Economy, Minister of Transportation, Head of the National Agency for Disaster Management (BNPB), Minister of 
Tourism, Presidential Spokesperson, Government Spokesperson for Handling Covid-19, the Directorate General of 
Transportation (Farisa, 2020; Mawardi, 2020)
State officials such as President, Vice President, Minister of Health, Coordinating Minister for Maritime Affairs, 
Coordinating Minister for Political, Legal and Human Rights, Coordinating Minister for the Economy, Minister 
of Transportation, Head of the National Disaster Management Agency (BNPB), Minister of Tourism, Presidential 
Spokesperson, Government Spokesperson for Handling Covid-19, to the Directorate General of Transportation 
(Farisa, 2020; Mawardi, 2020)

Early crisis  

(2-14 March 
2020)

Announcement of the first and second cases with inaccurate data revealing the patient data to the public (Almuttaqi, 
2020)

The case announcement by the President was late considering warning about this virus had been started since 
January and the media investigations reported one positive patient in Cianjur (Putra, 2020)
The Covid-19 spokesman, who initially denied the COVID-19 case in Indonesia, admitted that the patient was indeed 
positive (Putra, 2020)
The government has inconsistently stated that the patient who died in Cianjur was not caused by COVID-19, but then 
stated that the patient was tested positive for COVID-19 (Farisa, 2020)
The Vice President, Ma’ruf Amin still had time to joke that wild horse milk could stop the transmission of this virus 
(Farisa, 2020; Putra, 2020)
When other countries started to apply lockdown policy to prevent the spread of the virus, the Indonesian president 
and some ministers stated that they would promote the tourism sector during this pandemic (Farisa, 2020)

Crisis

The civil emergency status set by the President of the Republic of Indonesia was revised as a health emergency, 
regarding the leniency of vehicle loans, and the prohibition of returning hometown on Eid Al-Fitr (Putra, 2020)
The Presidential Spokesperson corrected the statement of the President regarding the leniency of vehicle loans, 
which turned out to be intended for corona positive patients (Putra, 2020)
The Presidential Spokesperson and the Coordinating Minister for Maritime Affairs corrected the statement of 
the President about the restriction to return to hometown and rectified it by allowing people to return to their 
hometown on Eid Al-Fitr but by practicing isolation (Putra, 2020)
The Minister of Home Affairs stated that the virus has low death rate and is heat resistant; The Government 
Spokesperson for Handling COVID-19 stated that poor people transmit the virus to rich people; The Chief of 
Indonesian National Police threatened to send people to jail if gathering in the crowd and insulters during the 
pandemic. The Minister of Law and Human Rights stated that he wanted to release prisoners because of the 
pandemic (Putra, 2020)
The government has just issued the Ministry of Health Regulation Number 9 of 2020 concerning Large-Scale Social 
Restrictions (PSBB) and Jakarta became the first region to implement this regulation (CNN Indonesia, 2020a)
During the implementation of the PSBB policy in Jakarta, based on the Regulation of the Minister of Health, Apps-
based transportation (motorcycle) is prohibited to carry passengers, but the Minister of Transportation allowed it 
with several conditions through the Minister of Transportation Regulation Number 18 of 2020 (CNBC Indonesia, 2020; 
CNN Indonesia, 2020b; Silaban, 2020a)
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provided contradict information between one 
and another. The initial confirmation of positive 
COVID-19 cases in Indonesia caused debate even 
at the social media (detikcom, 2020). The gov-
ernment has poor communication management 
(Husna, 2020; Puspa, 2020) in which there is a lot 
of contradictory information in public commu-
nication (Husna, 2020). The public communica-
tion expert of Universitas Gadjah Mada, Professor 
Hermin Indah Wahyuni assessed that the current 
government’s challenge is to provide more coordi-
nated information (Sucahyo, 2020).

During the COVID-19 pandemic, the government 
has shown many mistakes in public communica-
tion (Farisa, 2020). This has caused panic in the 
community such as panic buying, negative stigma 
against the infected patients, bullying to infected 
patients, and even some patients running out from 
the hospital and refusing the status of Patients 
under Supervision (PDP) or positive (Mawardi, 
2020; Putra, 2020). Many patients are dishonest 
with their condition resulting in transmission to 
healthcare workers (Iqbal, 2020; Nugroho, 2020; 
Prawira, 2020; Ramadhan, 2020). Further, the 
community in some regions rejected the burial of 

the infected corpse in their area. This indicates the 
poor public communications management from 
the center to the regions. Therefore, public knowl-
edge about the virus is still limited so that the pub-
lic considered the corpse of the infected patients 
dangerous even though they have been treated in 
accordance with the WHO standard procedure 
(Pramuji, 2020).

3.2. Statistics result of Statistical 
Product and Service Solutions 
(SPSS) 

The result of the SPSS test on the data obtained 
from the questionnaire is presented in Table 2. 
The test used descriptive statistics. The result 
showed mixed responses from respondents, most-
ly on scales of 3 and 4.

The respondent of this study has varied respons-
es to the Indonesian government’s public com-
munication management in the prevention of the 
COVID-19 pandemic based on the mean value 
and the Likert scale level. Most of the respondent’s 
responses showed a mean value of 4.47 indicating 
that in the response to COVID-19, the role of the 

Table 2. Descriptive statistics
Source: SPSS test results. 

Item N Min Max Mean Scale Category

Is the government’s public communication regarding COVID-19 good? 268 1.00 5.00 2.9328 3 Quite Good
Is the government’s public communication on the response to COVID-19 is 
inconsistent and diverse? 268 1.00 5.00 3.5187 3 Quite Agree

How is the communication style of public officials in response to COVID-19? 268 1.00 5.00 2.7351 3 Quite Good
Does the government’s public communication in response to COVID-19 
cause many mistakes? 268 1.00 5.00 3.5896 4 Agree

Is public panic caused by ineffective public communication? 268 1.00 5.00 3.9366 4 Agree
How big and important is the role of the media in helping the government to 
respond to the COVID-19? 268 1.00 5.00 4.4701 5

Strongly 
important

Is public panic caused by COVID-19 information from social media, which is 
not controlled by the government? 268 1.00 5.00 3.9925 4 Agree

Should the government control COVID-19 information from social media? 268 1.00 5.00 4.0634 4 Agree
Do people only want to know COVID-19 information from the government? 268 1.00 5.00 3.5299 4 Agree
Has the government provided risk communication to the community? 268 1.00 5.00 3.2985 3 Quite agree
Has public communication increased public trust in the measures taken by 
the government? 268 1.00 5.00 3.0746 3 Quite agree

Does frequent criticisms make the government improve its communication 
style? 268 1.00 5.00 3.4366 4 Agree

Are public communications between central and local government very 
different? 268 1.00 5.00 3.5672 4 Agree

Is the quality of public communication between central and local 
governments relatively the same? 268 1.00 5.00 2.9552 3 Quite agree

Does public communication in response to COVID-19 cause confusion and 
panic for public? 268 1.00 5.00 3.9664 4 Agree

How is the public trust in the government in response to the COVID-19? 268 1.00 5.00 2.9776 3 Quite believe 
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media is considered very important. Then, it was 
followed by a mean value of 4.06 meaning that the 
government needs to control COVID-19 informa-
tion from social media. These results indicate that 
the prevention of the COVID-19 can be done well 
if the government uses media and controls the 
spread of information. 

Meanwhile, some responses were considered in the 
sufficient category for some statements indicated 
by low mean values. The lowest response showed a 
mean value of 2.73 for the communication style of 
public officials in the response to COVID-19. Then 
public trust in the government in the prevention 
of the COVID-19 showed a mean value of 2.97; the 
quality of public communication between the cen-
tral and local governments is relatively low with 
a value of 2.95; and government public commu-
nications regarding COVID-19 showed a value of 
2.93. These data indicate that the public’s assess-
ment of the Indonesian government’s public com-
munication management is considered sufficient. 
It means that the public communication of the 
Indonesian government still needs to be improved 
and managed, especially the style of public com-
munication of the public officials and public com-
munication between the central and local gov-
ernments. Therefore, it can increase public trust 
in the government and increase public discipline 
and awareness in the prevention of the COVID-19.

4. DISCUSSION

In response to the COVID-19 pandemic, the 
Indonesian government has implemented gov-
ernment-centered public communication without 
prohibiting media, including social media, from 
spreading public information about COVID-19. 
The strategy was implemented so that the gov-
ernment can inform the public widely to obey 
the government policy to protect the communi-
ty from the spread and transmission of the virus. 
The government did not prohibit the media from 
spreading public information about the virus to 
make the public more aware of the virus. The gov-
ernment should work with the media to reduce 
fear in the society (Hopman et al., 2020). It aims 
to make it easier to provide understanding to the 
community. Public communication can be in the 
form of risk communication.

Public communication without any limitation in 
social media can negatively affect public commu-
nication because all media report anything without 
considering the accuracy of data, which may cause 
panic. Social media becomes an additional chal-
lenge in ensuring compliance during the pandem-
ic (Wilder-Smith & Freedman, 2020). The result of 
this study also showed that the public considers the 
media important. As stated earlier, the government 
has received a lot of criticism from various groups, 
experts, researchers, and even the public. It is due 
to inconsistent and varied public communications 
as revealed by this study. The Presidential Expert 
staff acknowledges that the information provided is 
not detailed, particularly about patients, and public 
communication in Indonesia cannot be as trans-
parent as in other countries (Liputan6.com, 2020; 
Patricia, 2020). This contradicts the results of pre-
vious studies that show that public communication 
is strived to be transparent (Lenca & Vayena, 2020) 
because communication plays a vital role in deter-
mining the response and reducing risk during a cri-
sis (Lestari et al., 2020).

The government states that non-transparent pub-
lic is not considered a problem. This statement 
contradicts the freedom of information as man-
dated by the Public Information Law (Idris, 2018) 
Number 14 of 2008 concerning Openness of 
Public Information, which guarantees the pub-
lic to obtain public information and other infor-
mation related to the public interest. This shows 
poor public communication management. This 
can lead to public misunderstanding and even 
affect public trust because each hospital has its 
spokesperson and provides different information 
(Puspa, 2020). This study found that public com-
munication between the central and local gov-
ernments is different and has a relatively similar 
quality. Besides, this condition is heated by the 
mass media to attract public interest. According 
to the public communication expert of Universitas 
Gadjah Mada, Prof. Hermin, media plays a vital 
role in public communication during the pandem-
ic, hence media should be based on public logic 
in facing crisis or pandemic and accompany the 
community to get out of this crisis (Rahadi, 2020).

The Head of the Disaster Information and 
Communication Data Center of BNPB stated that 
the data presented by the central government are 



251

Problems and Perspectives in Management, Volume 19, Issue 1, 2021

http://dx.doi.org/10.21511/ppm.19(1).2021.21

not coherent with the local government (Human 
Rights Watch Group, 2020). The inconsistent pub-
lic communication regarding the response to the 
COVID-19 pandemic illustrates poor government 
coordination (Maharani, 2020a). Indeed, coor-
dination should not only be carried out between 
government agencies but also with the media, par-
ticularly social media that have a very significant 
influence on people’s understanding. The low un-
derstanding of COVID-19 is affected by poor pub-
lic communications and the inaccuracy of media 
coverage. The media do not use finer framing and 
only use click-bait about the COVID-19 situa-
tion, which can cause misunderstanding (Rahadi, 
2020). This can worsen the situation and panic 
that undermines public trust.

The result of the study showed that information 
from social media is not controlled by the govern-
ment. It causes panic, and people expect the gov-
ernment to control it as they only want to get the 
information of COVID-19 from the government. 
In response to the pandemic, social media should 
support and cooperate with the government in 
providing consistent, simple, and clear informa-
tion (Hopman et al., 2020). Social media play an 
important role in public perception of crisis or dis-
asters (Schultz et al., 2011; Xinning et al., 2017; Yu 
et al., 2020; Zhao et al., 2020). They aim to estab-
lish a public understanding of the risks of the virus 
and even can affect public trust in the government. 
The public can identify and anticipate the impact 
of the crisis as described by the government (Saleh 
& Yusmanizar, 2019). Then, the public will trust 
the government. Public trust in public health poli-
cies issued by the government is crucial, especially 
during the crisis (Blair et al., 2017).

The government’s public communication in re-
sponding the COVID-19 becomes the spotlight 
as it is not systematic (Rahadi, 2020). The result 
of the study revealed that public communication 
is considered sufficient. The criticisms indicate 
that public trust in the government has decreased 
as evidenced by the result of this study in which 
public trust is an insufficient category. Indeed, the 
public may have a high level of trust in the gov-
ernment, but it can decrease over time (van der 
Weerd et al., 2011). The Indonesian government 
needs to improve communication with the public, 
especially about the risks of COVID-19. The pub-

lic believed that the Indonesian government has 
improved its communication style. Risk commu-
nication during the pandemic has a positive cor-
relation with public trust in the government (Blair 
et al., 2017; Liao et al., 2010; van der Weerd et 
al., 2011). Currently, the Indonesian government 
has appointed a spokesperson for the response 
to COVID-19 as there was a lot of contradictory 
information from the beginning of the pandem-
ic. To date, this has not been effective as there are 
criticisms on the government’s public communi-
cations. Therefore, some members of the House 
of Representatives advise the government to ap-
point a Chief of Information Officer (CIO) who 
can build public awareness and trust through in-
formation (Maharani, 2020b). This means that the 
appointed spokesperson cannot provide a good 
understanding of the public. The government 
needs to improve public communication to con-
trol COVID-19 (Maharani, 2020a, 2020b).

According to Ova Emilia, communication is an 
important factor to make the public have a bet-
ter understanding of the COVID-19, since poor 
communication will affect public understanding 
(Sucahyo, 2020). Effective internal communication 
is a prerequisite for success (Ruck & Welch, 2012). 
Thus, accurate information is needed, particularly 
public information regarding the risks of the pan-
demic. The result of the study showed that govern-
ment communication about the risk of a pandem-
ic is considered sufficient. Risk communication 
during the pandemic is crucial to provide accu-
rate information (Husnayain et al., 2020). Efforts 
to prevent a pandemic can be assisted by proper 
risk communication (WHO Team, Department 
of Communications, Risk Communication, 2020). 
They should be implemented in Indonesia, but the 
government does not provide good examples for 
the community so that some do not obey the es-
tablished regulation (Kumparan, 2020).

The government is considered not serious in the 
pre-crisis phase at the end of January – early 
March 2020 and even rejected the possibility of 
a COVID-19 case in Indonesia as a consequence; 
the public is not ready to face this virus (Farisa, 
2020; Mawardi, 2020; Putra, 2020). Marc Lipsitch, 
a scientist from Harvard University stated that 
the coronavirus should have entered Indonesia, 
but the Minister of Health of the Republic of 
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Indonesia responded to this statement by declaring 
Indonesians immune to COVID-19 (Kompasiana.
com, 2020). Even when the first case was identi-
fied, the information conveyed was also inaccu-
rate and the patient’s identity was not covered up 
due to poor public communication management. 
Even the Minister of Health of the Republic of 
Indonesia was the first to reveal the residence of 
first-two COVID-19 patients resulting in the use 
of police lines in their residence (Kompasiana.
com, 2020). This received a lot of criticism and 
caused chaos in the community. The communica-
tion style of the Minister of Health is considered to 
be making a scene causing panic in the communi-
ty (Kompasiana.com, 2020). It is in line with the 
result of the current study that the government’s 
public communication is considered sufficient due 
to incorrect and ineffective communication.

The government’s public communication was 
still ineffective until the mid of April 2020. Even 
when the DKI Jakarta Regional Government 
implemented the Large-Scale Social Restriction 
(PSBB) regulation to reduce the spread of the 
virus, the Ministry of Health and the Ministry 
of Transportation had contradictory regula-
tion. Based on the Regulation of the Minister 
of Health, App-based transportations (motor-
cycle) are prohibited from carrying passengers, 
but the Minister of Transportation allows it 
with some requirements through the Minister of 
Transportation Regulation Number 18 of 2020 
(CNBC Indonesia, 2020; CNN Indonesia, 2020b; 
Silaban, 2020a). This is contrary to the goal of 
social distancing policy. Even the government of-
ficial often corrected other official’s statements, 
which confused the public. This confusion has 
made the public have low awareness of the risk 
of COVID-19 transmission. Even during the im-
plementation of PSBB in Jakarta, many compa-
nies did not comply with the rules, for example, 
keep working from the office and some closing 
their entrance but keep operating the business 
(Silaban, 2020b).

Based on the results and the discussion results 
presented above, it seems that the government’s 
public communication has not been effective be-
cause of inconsistent information. Thus, it is nec-
essary to evaluate public communication by cen-
tralizing the public information at the Ministry 

of Health and restricting media, including so-
cial media, in reporting public information as 
practiced by Taiwan. Taiwan centralized the 
public communication about the pandemic at 
the Ministry of Health (Sucahyo, 2020) by as-
signing an integrated team (Chopra et al., 2020). 
Meanwhile, in China, social media is controlled 
to wisely report the situation and it makes the 
community take the initiative to protect them-
selves from the virus, stay at home, limit social 
contact, and wear face masks outside the house 
(Chen et al., 2020).

It is important to provide correct, brief and moti-
vating information that supports the government 
measures to control the virus to the community. 
However, some information should not be wide-
ly published to prevent misunderstanding such as 
disinfecting the environment to stop the trans-
mission of the virus (Hopman et al., 2020). Indeed, 
this happens in Indonesia as public received inac-
curate data and information. The poor public com-
munication management caused the emergence of 
new problems such as the rejection of the corpse of 
infected patients and Patients under Supervision 
(PDP) as the community has limited information 
about it (Human Right Watch Group, 2020) due 
to lack of socialization, educative communication, 
and news with invalid data.

The findings of this study indicate that the gov-
ernment’s public communication management 
has not been effective due to inconsistent and 
varied dissemination of public information. It is 
also caused by the freedom of mass media and 
electronic media in reporting invalid data and 
information which causing gaps in controlling 
the COVID-19. It resulted in low discipline and 
awareness of public in following the government 
policies. Based on this gap, the government needs 
to solve this issue by providing consistent infor-
mation, controlling mass media and electronic 
media in reporting public information. The find-
ings of this study contribute to providing infor-
mation and knowledge to the government both 
in Indonesia and other countries to improve and 
implement good public communication strategies 
during the pandemic.

In determining the dissemination of public infor-
mation, the government should consider many as-
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pects, either through government officials or mass 
media. Many countries have succeeded in imple-
menting public communication through govern-
ment officials only but some other also manage 
to do this by involving and controlling mass me-
dia. However, this country has not managed to 
do it. Therefore, the government needs to learn 
from other countries such as China and Taiwan 
that have good and successful public communi-

cation. Based on the findings of this study, future 
researchers focusing on the same topic are expect-
ed to conduct research in countries that have not 
faced any pandemic, such as Indonesia, so it is dif-
ficult for this country to deal with the pandem-
ic. Meanwhile, both China and Taiwan previous-
ly had SARS, so current policies and public com-
munication are making it possible to successfully 
fight COVID-19. 

CONCLUSION

Effective public communication management during an outbreak must be centered on the govern-
ment. However, the implementation may also involve various media (mass and electronic media), 
including social media and online media. In practice, the information reported by various media 
should be under the government control, so as to encourage positive news and increase public un-
derstanding and trust. Public communication in Indonesia is inconsistent. It affects the public’s 
understanding of COVID-19 resulting in a low discipline and awareness to comply with govern-
ment appeals and policies. A lot of negative and invalid information, people who do not wear a 
mask outside the house, and people who do not comply with work from home policy indicate that 
public communication is poor and problematic. 

The results of this study show that the government’s public communication management has not 
been effective due to inconsistent and varied dissemination of public information. The findings 
can contribute to the development of science and can help countries experiencing difficulties in 
fighting COVID-19, especially difficulties with public communication. The government needs to 
manage public communication and involve various parties, including the media. The importance 
of this is based on the findings of this study, which show that the media play a very important role 
in tackling COVID-19, when information disseminated by the media must still be closely moni-
tored by the government to avoid spreading invalid information. These efforts, in turn, will affect 
public trust.
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