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ABSTRACT
4 )

P anic buying is an emerging and ever-evolving phenomenon during emergencies covering several

perspectives of life and academic domains. However, it hasn’t got adequate attention reflected by a

handfuls number of studies on it. We aimed to assess the systematic reviews that have been performed
on panic buying. A search was conducted in PubMed, Scopus, Web of Science Core Collection, and Google
Scholar on 30 June 2021, with the search terms “panic buying’, "systematic review” using the Boolean
function AND’. The search was also supplemented by hand searching from the reference lists. We included
only systematic reviews on panic buying. We identified and assessed five systematic reviews conducted on
panic buying. A major focus in these reviews was psychological factors, precipitating reasons, and the inter-
disciplinary nature of the phenomenon. The role of social media and social learning have been emphasized
inthe genesis of panic buying behavior. Panic buying has got recent attention as newer studies are coming out.
However, further robust studies are warranted to understand this transdisciplinary construct and therefore,
inter-sectoral collaboration in research is required to understand its genesis and prevention strategies.
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INTRODUCTION

The Panic buying (PB) is a real and serious issue
which is faced by almost everyone in the current
time across the globe. It has been considered
as a behavioral phenomenon generally guided
by negative feelings, such as fear and panic,
and generally precipitated by some crisis or
disruptive events like disasters or public health
emergencies [1,2]. More specifically, PB is a
consumer behavior, usually occurring due to
feelings of uncertainty, influencing an individual
to buy things in quantities more than usual [3].
The history reports several incidences of PB, for
example, PB during an outbreak of Severe Acute
Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) in China in 2003
[4], and PB of salt in 2011 after the Japanese
earthquake [5]. However, PB became a profound
phenomenon globally after the spread of the
coronavirus disease, COVID-19 pandemic [6,7].
The pandemic is uncertain regarding its length due
to which an individual could start getting worried
regarding the availability of sufficient food and
other necessary supplies. On the one hand, due
to the wide and easy spread of (mis)information
through social media, PB got noticed as a universal
phenomenon [7]. On the other hand, social media
itself have triggered a sense of fear among people
to get more involved in PB and store things for the
future [8]. As an act of self-preservation to cope
with uncertainty during adverse situations, people
indulge themselves in PB as a reaction to distress
due to a perceived sense of losing control towards
future demands [9-12].

There is frequent reporting from different corners
of the world regarding increased PB since the
COVID-19 pandemic and with this there evolved
growing concerns of its consequences, especially
on the high-risk population of both high-
income-countries (HICs) and low-and-middle
income countries (LMICs) due to underlying
socioeconomic inequalities. Henceforth, to
control PB various studies have proposed different
strategies such as responsible media reporting,
raising awareness, rationing, products substitution,
and strict market regulations [7,13-16]. For an
instance, under the unusual market circumstances

of the pandemic, food preferences will depend on
the availability of the commodities and restrictions
on the quantity of commodities that a consumer
can buy [15].

Understanding PB  from  comprehensive
dimensions is a priority to prevent this
unpredictable and unusual purchasing behavior.
These dimensions include, but are not limited
to, academic context, market, business, health,
healthcare, and policy-making. = Moreover,
for the prevention of PB, it is mandatory to
conceptualize the phenomenon and its evolving
nature from all connected disciplines. For this,
reviews of researches on PB and having up-to-
date information of their findings are necessary
in order to identify research gaps and future
direction and to recommend policy implications
on its consequences and controlling.

Recently, there have been reviews conducted on PB
by various researchers across the globe, but mostly
all of them are targeted in different disciplines
of panic buying and none have included every
cornerstone of this behavioral phenomenon.
By conducting this systematic review to create a
summary of systematic reviews of panic buying
fragmented across various dimensions, this study
intends to contribute with synthesized evidence
easily accessible to decision-makers from all
concerned disciplines including healthcare,
education, marketing, and finance to help better
understand the behavioral reactions of panic
buying as an impact of uncertainty and to promote
effective prevention and policies aiming to manage
it. Based on this background for this emerging
area, we aim to synthesize findings from available
systematic reviews, identify gaps in the literature
and suggest future research directions.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
Search strategy

A search was performed in PubMed, Scopus, Web
of Science Core Collection, and Google Scholar
on June 30, 2021, with the search terms “panic
buying”, “systematic review” using the Boolean
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function ‘and’ The search was also supplemented
by hand searching from the reference lists. Initially,
at the screening stage, the titles and abstracts were
evaluated. Due to lack of clarity from the titles and
abstracts, the full-text papers were retrieved for
confirmation and subsequently, two researchers
assessed the eligibility of the full-text articles for
inclusion.

Inclusion criteria

We included systematic reviews on panic buying
published in the English language from inception
to the search date.

Exclusion criteria

Traditional literature review on panic buying (ii)
scoping and narrative review on panic buying
(iii) nonsystematic reviews and (iv) and articles
published in other languages were excluded.

Data extraction and Quality Appraisal

We identified five systematic reviews of panic
buying after excluding the duplicates and articles
on other variables. The stepwise search details are
mentioned in figure 1. The selected review articles
were evaluated using the Critical Appraisal Skills
Programme Systematic Review Checklist [17]. The
quality appraisal findings are presented in table 1.
Data were extracted with the help of the Microsoft
Excel spreadsheet 2010 version. The extracted
variables are presented in table 2.

Data Analysis

The findings of the reviews were analyzed by
qualitative synthesis.

Permission

As we reviewed the already published studies, no
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formal ethical approval was sought.

RESULTS

We identified five systematic reviews published
in 2020 (n=3) and 2021 (n=2) (Table 2). Among
these five articles, two studies discussed the toilet
paper hoarding behavior due to the different
symptoms of COVID-19 infection [19,21]; two
studies assessed the distribution of research
conducted on panic buying and potential research
gaps [6,18]; and one study systematically assessed
the psychological factors of panic buying [20]
(Table 2). The number of studies assessed in the
systematic reviews varies from 10-53 (Table 2)
whilst more recent articles included the maximum
number of papers indicating that more articles are
coming out during this pandemic [6]. Two articles
explained the behavioral perspectives of panic
buying [19,21], other two studied the research
spectrum of panic buying [6,18], and the rest one
discussed the psychological factors of panic buying
[20] (Table 2).

DISCUSSION
Main findings

We assessed five systematic reviews on panic buying
(Table 2). Our systematic search didn’t identify
systematic reviews before 2020 signifying that the
problem has got attention during this COVID-19
pandemic. Three of the five available reviews have
focused on summarizing the psychological theories
of panic buying [6,18,20]. Stressful situations, fear
of contagion (during the pandemic), personality
traits such as conscientiousness, the perceived
scarcity of commodities, perceived threat of
looming health crisis, and social factors such as
influence and social trust were identified as major
factors attributing to PB. Fear of the unknown,
owing to the uncertainty caused by disasters such
as pandemic, may trigger coping strategies such
as panic buying aimed at achieving management
strategies to respond to the situation.

The other major area that was focused upon was
the precipitating factors for panic buying behavior
among the public. The relevant factors identified

were the role of social media in spreading fear and
panic related to the COVID-19 outbreak, demand
and supply mismatch, social cognitive bias (also
called the bandwagon effect, a phenomenon
wherein the rate of adoption of beliefs increases
proportional to adoption by others), social
learning, lack of trust in the government of the
day, and prior experience.

Two reviews focused their efforts on the
phenomenon of toilet paper hoarding during
the COVID-19 pandemic [19,21]. One of them
compared such behavior with a previous infectious
pandemic (SARS) and found that COVID-19
produced fewer gastrointestinal symptoms before
respiratory symptoms. The authors argue that
the panic buying of toilet paper could be due to
gastrointestinal symptoms or due to the historical
memory of earlier infectious pandemics [21]. The
other review specifically explained toilet paper
hoarding based on the role of social media and
social-cognitive biases as explained earlier, which
may also explain differences in such behavior
across cultures and settings [19].

There are 3 systematic reviews focused and
addressed their chosen questions (18,19,20) and
the other two systematic reviews were not focused
in answering the question (6,20). All the reviews
were included important studies, however none of
the studies were able to produce a precise results
they were intended to (6, 18, 19, 20, 21). We believe
this is because the complexity of the findings
which lead to making the conclusions even more
complex. This is apparent as one systematic review
(18) has proposed future research in number of
areas after reviewing and thematically analyzing
12 articles which focused on retailer perspectives
and 41larticles focusing on consumer perspectives

All the five systematic reviews were able to
conclude their results which are applicable to the
local population. Two of the systematic reviews
paid much attention in important outcomes of
their systematic review (18, 21).

What is already known

Panic buying is an emerging phenomenon that
gets prominent attention during the COVID-19
pandemic evident by the increased number of
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articles. However, as the behavior shares a wide
overlap with several disciplines and happens
during emergencies, comprehensive knowledge in
every aspect is yet to be synthesized.

What this study adds

This review identified only five systematic reviews
that signify the necessity of further studies to
explain the behavior and synthesize comprehensive
knowledge. The first systematic review was
published in 2020 prompts the earlier inattention
in the behavior. Additionally, no systematic review
was identified discussing the prevention that
warrants the global attention to rein it.

Implications

Panic buying is a transdisciplinary phenomenon
that spans fields as diverse as social psychology,
disaster preparedness, supply chain management,
economics, engineering, consumer behavior,
marketing, and media. This is also reflected in the
diversity of disciplines of the authors who have
contributed to the limited research output in this
field; the list is long and includes fields ranging
from psychiatry, economics, business, business
administration, consumer behavior, public health,
sociology, engineering, business administration,
psychology, health economics, epidemiology, and
community health. However, this may also imply
that research in this field is challenging because of
the need for multidisciplinary collaboration.

Panic buying, traditionally, has been studied
during periods of crisis or external emergencies.
This may not bring in data from meaningful diverse
contexts. There is a need to systematically study
the phenomenon against established theoretical
frameworks [22]. On the basis of the information
in studied reviews, a stress-diathesis model can be
proposed for panic buying. Specifically, individuals
with certain personality characteristics such as low
levels of conscientiousness appear to be vulnerable
to panic buying. Such individuals, when faced
with a stress or emergency which triggers fear and
uncertainty, may resort to panic buying to cope
with and attempt to establish a degree of control
over the situation. These maladaptive behaviors
can be accentuated by social phenomena such as
bandwagon effect and social learning.

A key implication of the present review pertains
to the role of social media as a population level
prevention strategy to control panic buying. Media
can play a dual role in increasing or decreasing the
risk of panic buying; reports carrying photographs
of empty supermarket shelves may trigger further
behavior while responsible media reporting
can modify social behavior and cognition.
Specifically, from a theoretical perspective, many
of the psychological theories highlighted in the
included reviews such as a perceived sense of
scarcity, social learning, need for control over
perceived uncertainty are all amenable to some
degree of modification through balanced and
responsible media reporting. The stress-diathesis
model of panic buying that we have proposed
also provides some avenues for preventive or
management strategies for panic buying. These
include dissemination of accurate information
about the emergency situation and measures taken
to contain the demand-supply mismatch (that can
alleviate uncertainty and perceived shortage of
commodities), providing information on support
services or helplines that the public can contact
for assistance and information related to supply of
essential items, and targeting such interventions to
vulnerable areas such as those with high rates of
unemployment or civil strife.

Recommendations

It is essential that the policymakers need to know
about the internal and external factors which
might cause this phenomenon. The perceived
scarcity, fear of the unknown, and peer pressure
are all part of the reason for the panic buying. We
could suggest that the data on wartime consumer
behavior could be closely related to this pandemic-
influenced consumer behavior. Knowing the
patterns and the essential products such as milk,
medicine, and toilet rolls could be helpful for
businesses to be prepared to meet the demands.
However, it needs to be recognized that there is no
real macro demand.

Much of the available reviews have focused on
trying to provide a coherent formulation of the
phenomenon from a psychological or social-
cognitive learning theories. This is reflective of the

South East Asia j. med. sci. 2022;6(1):1-11. Mﬁ
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thrust areas in ongoing research into panic buying.
However, several authors have emphasized the
role of media as well as governmental initiatives
and policies on curbing the phenomenon [23,24].
This must be systematically studied to identify
best practice elements of such interventional
approaches. Further, there is a need to move to
participatory action research in panic buying
that aims to solve problems while eliciting views
of stakeholders. This will promote collaborative
inquiry and generate data that will inform policy
making and prevention strategies.

Limitations and strengths

This is the first review of the systematic review
on panic buying. However, the review has several
limitations. Firstly, it includes articles published
in the English language that may exclude some
papers. Secondly, panic buying wasn't the major
focus of the two articles. Thirdly, the number of
papers is relatively small. Fourthly, the search was
performed in the early half of 2021 which may
exclude recent systematic reviews.

CONCLUSIONS

Panic buying has got recent attention as newer
studies are coming out. However, further
robust studies are warranted to understand this
transdisciplinary construct and therefore, inter-
sectoral collaboration in research is required to
understand its genesis and prevention strategies.
Proper planning, based on knowledge of consumer
behavior patterns, coupled with clear and decisive
government action in maintaining supply chains
of essential commodities and reducing fear-
mongering may be useful in curbing the menace.
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