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Abstract 

This study examines the role of social media in mitigating risks during the 2021 unrest and looting in KwaZulu-Natal 

(KZN), South Africa. It investigates how social media platforms were used to disseminate critical information, alert 

communities to potential risks, and facilitate public safety during the crisis. A quantitative approach was employed, with 

data collected through a Google Forms questionnaire from 299 respondents who were active social media users and 

witnessed the event. The findings reveal that a significant majority of respondents (56.5% agreed, 26.1% strongly 

agreed) recognised social media’s vital role in providing timely alerts about potential risks during the unrest. 

Additionally, 60.9% of respondents believed social media updates on road closures and safety warnings were helpful. 

The study also highlights the role of social media in coordinating post-crisis recovery efforts, with campaigns like 

#LootingMustFall receiving widespread support. The research concludes that social media is an essential tool in crisis 

communication, but challenges such as misinformation need addressing. Recommendations include strengthening 

collaboration between local governments and social media platforms, developing crisis management plans, and 

promoting public awareness of responsible social media use. Future research could explore the dynamics of social 

media interactions during crises and their impact on public behaviour and perceptions. 
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1. Introduction and Background 

Yang (2013) highlights that social media has played a crucial role in driving social and political change across the globe. 

Since then, activists, protesters, and revolutionaries have increasingly relied on social media to mobilise support for 

campaigns against various injustices and political unrest worldwide (Gilbert 2022). Patel (2021) asserts that South Africa 

descended into turmoil after the arrest of former President Jacob Zuma for contempt of court on 11 July 2021. This event 

led to widespread looting, vandalism, and violence in Gauteng and KZN provinces. What began as a protest against 

Zuma's arrest quickly escalated into a much more coordinated, controlled, and dangerous series of events. From 8 July 

2021 to around 17 July 2021, violent unrest engulfed parts of KZN and Gauteng, characterised by mobilisation via social 

media platforms. The chaos led to looting, destruction of property, and significant economic disruption, with thousands of 

injuries, 354 deaths, and economic losses exceeding 50 billion Rand by the end of the violence (Reports of the Expert 

Group on the July 2021 Riots: 2021) 

Sonjica (2021) notes that the KZN government declared a state of disaster in response to the extensive damage caused by 

the unrest. Social media platforms were instrumental in mobilising and coordinating the unrest, with people using 

Facebook, WhatsApp, Twitter, and other platforms to spread information and support the violence. Social media experts 

have pointed to the use of platforms such as Twitter, Facebook, Instagram, and TikTok by rioters to coordinate actions 

and incite violent behaviour (Malinga, 2021). However, Lamb (2021) observes that the looting of shops, shopping centres, 

supermarkets, and banks in KZN affected the poor, middle class, private individuals, and the government, with 

devastating consequences for local communities. 

While studies have focused on the role of social media in spreading information about revolutions and protests, less attention 

has been paid to its potential to mitigate risks during such events. Korolov et al. (2016) highlight that research into the role of 

social media in protests and civil unrest gained traction following the Arab Spring, where social media played a pivotal role 

in sparking revolutions across Arab countries. Solace Global (2019) underscores that social media has been used extensively 
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as a communication tool in protests for over a decade, and without it, the Arab Spring of 2011, one of the largest waves of 

civil unrest, would likely not have occurred. Karambo (2021) further stresses that social media contributed to escalating 

tensions and enabling destructive behaviours during this period. This view is echoed by Mathe and Matsaathebe (2022) and 

Makonye (2022), who argue that social media influenced public perceptions and amplified unrest. Similarly, Reuters (2011) 

highlights how platforms like Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube played a crucial role during the early stages of the Syrian 

uprising by coordinating protests, disseminating information, and documenting human rights violations amidst increasing 

government repression. Some studies even suggest that social media influenced the coverage and public perception of these 

events, potentially exacerbating tensions (Mathe & Matsaathebe, 2022; Makonye, 2022). 

However, there is a significant gap in the literature when it comes to the role of social media in mitigating risks during or 

preventing civil unrest. This study aims to address this gap, arguing that social media not only promotes civil unrest but 

also has the potential to mitigate risks during such crises, and can even contribute to preventing unrest altogether. Social 

media platforms have been effectively used to monitor public sentiment and behaviour during emergencies, which, in turn, 

can lead to more efficient and proactive risk management strategies (Nazaruddin, 2020: 1). Haataja et al., (2016) 

examined how crisis and emergency management organisations utilise social media, identifying the key motivators and 

barriers these organisations face when using these platforms. These organisations predominantly use social media to 

inform the public and minimise risks, while also gathering crucial information from citizens. The remainder of the study is 

organised into the following sections: a literature review, theoretical framework, methodology, findings and discussion, 

conclusion, recommendations, limitations, and suggestions for future research. 

2. Literature Review 

In recent years, the use of social media to disseminate timely information during crises has become increasingly common. 

Specifically, the "one-to-many" communication model has provided stakeholders with the opportunity to share 

crisis-related news and access a wealth of information that might otherwise be unavailable (Olteanu et al., 2015). 

Brynielsson et al. (2018) illustrate that social media has become an integral part of human communication, serving as a 

tool for building and maintaining social relationships, as well as for sharing and co-creating knowledge. Social media 

offers a wide range of opportunities for individuals, groups, businesses, and governments. Features such as online sharing 

and social networks have revolutionised the way information is disseminated and updated during crisis situations. 

There are several ways in which social media can be leveraged for risk minimisation and crisis communication. First, it 

enables the development of better situational awareness through collaboration and online interaction. Second, social 

media is widely accessible and available, allowing emergency services to transmit information and warnings over long 

distances. Finally, social media platforms generate data that can be tracked geographically or over time, offering valuable 

insights into the geographic and temporal progression of a crisis (Wendling et al., 2013). One of the main advantages of 

social media in times of crisis is its ability to disseminate information rapidly. Social media facilitates the immediate 

distribution of risk messages to a broad audience, which is essential in situations where timely information can 

significantly impact public safety and response. This immediacy is particularly important in food safety crises, where 

stakeholders have recognised the need for rapid communication to effectively mitigate risks (Regan et al., 2014). 

Table 1. List of Social Media Platforms Used in Risk and Crisis Management 

Types of Social Media Examples Use for Risk and Crisis Communication 

Social Networking Facebook, Myspace, 

Friendster 

Enhance coordination among volunteers and emergency services, allow 

information sharing within communities, provide swift updates on 

emergency situations 

Content Sharing YouTube, Flickr, Vimeo Enhance situational awareness in real time through exchange of images 

and videos, allow emergency services to launch viral campaigns about 

risks, help identify missing individuals or victims 

Collaborative 

Knowledge-Sharing 

Platforms 

Wikis, Forums, Message 

Boards, Podcasts 

Facilitate dialogue between victims and emergency services, foster 

knowledge exchange 

Blogging and 

Microblogging 

Blogger, WordPress, 

Tumblr, Twitter 

Convey recommendations, warnings, and share facts; Twitter enables 

immediate, widespread information sharing with feedback opportunities 

Specialised Crisis 

Management Platforms 

Mapping Collaboration, 

Crisis Mappers, Google 

Map Maker 

Map emergencies, coordinate contributions from community 

emergency response teams 

Source: Wendling (2013: 13) 

As shown in Table 1, social media platforms can be categorised in various ways, such as social networking sites (e.g., Facebook, 

Myspace) that bring together people with shared interests; content-sharing sites (e.g., YouTube, Flickr) where users can upload 

and share images and videos; collaborative platforms (e.g., Wikis, forums) that enable users to ask and answer questions; and 
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blogging and microblogging platforms (e.g., Twitter) that allow for real-time sharing of facts, recommendations, and warnings. 

These platforms are specifically designed to facilitate communication during risks and crises (Wendling, 2013). 

The use of social media platforms has significantly enhanced communities' ability to anticipate and prepare for crises. 

Mavrodieva and Shaw (2021) highlight that collaborative projects on social media provide communities with a wealth of 

content to analyse and validate, offering valuable opportunities for intervention during crises. Similarly, Aslan (2022) 

emphasises the central role social media played during the Egyptian uprisings, noting its significant contribution to 

helping citizens achieve substantial victories. In the context of the 2021 looting in KwaZulu-Natal, Allen (2021) 

demonstrates how images and videos of burning infrastructure and civil disobedience, many of which were fabricated or 

taken out of context, contributed to a dynamic that potentially escalated violence and sparked threats of racist and militant 

counter-attacks. This underlines the role of social media in generating widespread concern and fear, particularly through 

the blending of fact and fiction on digital platforms, which can exacerbate racial mistrust and hatred during a crisis. 

The rapid growth of social media in South Africa, with an estimated 22 million users (and the number continuing to rise as 

smartphone ownership expands), highlights the power of these platforms in shaping public response during riots, protests, 

or looting. During the unrest, social media had both positive and negative effects. Platforms such as Twitter, Facebook, 

and WhatsApp allowed real-time communication between the police, military, and emergency services about events on 

the ground (Institute for Security Studies, 2021). Malinga (2021) reports that several online initiatives were launched to 

address the aftermath of the riots and looting in KZN and Gauteng, with hashtags like #LootingMustFall, 

#SaveSouthAfrica, and #Clean-ups gaining traction on Twitter as citizens and organisations worked together to restore 

order in the affected provinces. While social media can be an effective tool for mobilisation and raising awareness, 

addressing complex post-conflict issues such as reconstruction requires sustained offline action, collaboration with local 

authorities, and community-based efforts. 

Moreover, social media facilitates a participatory approach to risk communication, enabling two-way interaction between 

organisations and the public. This interactive nature allows emergency services to engage with communities, collect 

real-time feedback, and tailor their responses to the needs of the population. During the COVID-19 pandemic, for instance, 

social media played a vital role in disseminating health-related information and warnings, increasing public awareness 

and preparedness (Aboagye, 2023). 

2.1 Theoretical Framework 

This study is guided by agenda setting theory and the concept of the public sphere to explain the role of social media 

during the 2021 looting in KwaZulu-Natal. Max McCombs and Donald Shaw first presented this theory in 1972. The 

theory suggests that media influence which issues the public considers important (McCombs & Shaw, 1972). With 

social media, this influence has become more interactive, as platforms such as Twitter, Facebook and WhatsApp 

amplify certain narratives, shape frames of interpretation and influence mainstream media coverage (Salman et al., 

2016). During the unrest, social media made issues such as the arrest of Jacob Zuma and political grievances highly 

salient, while also spreading misinformation that fuelled tensions (Makonye, 2022). 

The public sphere, as conceptualised by Habermas (1962), is a space for citizens to debate issues of common concern. 

Social media has transformed this into a digital public sphere where many voices can participate and mobilise quickly 

(Papacharissi, 2018). In the KZN case, platforms enabled citizens to share real-time updates, organise community 

protection efforts and mobilise recovery campaigns (Malinga, 2021; Mathe & Matsaathebe, 2022). At the same time, 

they also created fragmented echo chambers and spread incitement and false information, showing the dual nature of 

the digital public sphere during crises (Petla, 2023). 

Taken together, these theories provide a lens to understand how social media both shaped what people focused on and 

offered a space for collective communication and action. Agenda setting highlights how issues gained prominence, 

while the public sphere framework explains how these issues were debated, contested and acted upon. Together, they 

allow the study to examine how social media served as both a tool for mobilisation and a mechanism for either 

mitigating or escalating risks during the 2021 unrest. 

3. Methodology 

A quantitative research approach was employed in this study, with a focus on data collection via a Google Forms 

questionnaire. This method was chosen to allow for a systematic and rigorous investigation of the research objectives. The 

target population consisted of adults aged 18 to 60 years who resided in Durban, were active social media users, and had 

witnessed the unrest and looting in KwaZulu-Natal. This demographic was selected to gather insights from individuals 

who directly observed these events and were active on social media during the period in question. Data was collected 

through an electronically administered online questionnaire created using Google Forms. The questionnaire sought to 
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gather detailed information on respondents' experiences and perspectives regarding the 2021 unrest and looting in 

KwaZulu-Natal, as well as their use of social media during this time. 

The recruitment process began with the researcher sharing a link to the questionnaire on her Facebook account, inviting 

potential participants to take part by clicking on the link, which directed them to the first page of the questionnaire. Upon 

accessing the link, participants were presented with a consent form, which they had to confirm before proceeding. 

Participants were also asked to verify that they were based in KwaZulu-Natal and had been active on social media during 

and after the 2021 riots and looting. Those who did not meet these criteria, or who did not agree to the consent form, were 

automatically excluded from the survey. A total of 299 respondents completed the online questionnaire, providing 

valuable data for the study. This recruitment method ensured that only relevant and willing participants were included, 

thereby enhancing the reliability of the data collected. By employing this quantitative research approach and systematic 

data collection method, the study aimed to obtain a robust data set to effectively address the research objectives. 

4. Findings and Discussion 

This section explores how social media was utilised to mitigate risks in situations of civil unrest. The analysis examines the 

strategies and methods employed by individuals and authorities to effectively leverage social media platforms during these events. 

4.1 Social Media Use to Alert Individuals and Communities 

Figure 1 illustrates the results for the statement: "Social media played a crucial role in alerting individuals and 

communities about potential risks and dangers during the KZN 2021 looting." 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Social Media Use to Alert Individuals and Communities 

Figure 1 illustrates that a significant proportion of respondents, 56.5%, agreed, and 26.1% strongly agreed that social 

media played a vital role in alerting individuals and communities to potential risks and dangers during the 2021 unrest in 

KwaZulu-Natal (KZN). A smaller percentage of respondents expressed neutrality (11.4%), while 2.7% disagreed, and 3.3% 

strongly disagreed. These results indicate that the majority of respondents recognised the critical role of social media in 

disseminating timely and essential information during periods of crisis. This analysis aligns with Ndawana’s (2023) 

assertion that social media platforms are central to mobilising and coordinating protests, as well as distributing critical 

information about risks and dangers during civil unrest. The data and literature collectively affirm that social media not 

only facilitated the coordination of actions but also served as a crucial mechanism for alerting individuals and 

communities to potential threats, thereby playing a dual role in shaping the events of the KZN 2021 looting. 

4.2 Updates on Road Closures and Safety Warnings 

Figure 2 illustrates the statement: "During the civil unrest, I found updates on road closures, safety warnings, and 

alternative routes shared on social media during the KZN looting to be timely and helpful." 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Social media updates 
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Figure 2 illustrates that a significant majority of respondents, 60.9%, agreed, and 17.4% strongly agreed that social media 

updates during the 2021 unrest in KwaZulu-Natal (KZN) were timely and helpful for road closures, safety warnings, and 

identifying alternative routes. Meanwhile, 11.0% of respondents remained neutral, reflecting a degree of uncertainty, 

while 5.7% strongly disagreed, and 5.0% disagreed. This analysis is consistent with Grill's (2020) assertion that social 

media platforms facilitate the mapping of unrest events and the dissemination of essential updates. These platforms enable 

real-time alerts, particularly regarding road closures and safety warnings, playing a pivotal role in supporting public safety 

and informed decision-making during crises. The data findings in Figure 4.13 underscore that the majority of respondents 

perceived social media as an indispensable tool for accessing timely and actionable information, further highlighting its 

effectiveness in managing safety concerns and navigating disruptions during the KZN looting. 

4.3 Sharing of Official Updates and Safety Information 

Figure 3 illustrates the statement: "Government authorities effectively utilised social media platforms to share official 

updates and safety information during the KZN 2021 looting." 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3. Government authorities utilised social media 

The findings from Figure 3 indicate that a significant majority of respondents, 57.5%, strongly agreed, and 23.7% agreed 

that the government’s use of social media to share official safety updates during a crisis positively impacted trust in the 

government. Meanwhile, 15.7% of respondents remained neutral, 2.7% disagreed, and 0.3% strongly disagreed. These 

results suggest that timely and transparent communication via social media plays a crucial role in fostering public trust 

during crises. This analysis aligns with Canero et al. (2023), who emphasise the positive relationship between government 

communication on social media and public trust during crises. The literature highlights that the prompt dissemination of 

official updates through social media not only enhances public awareness but also strengthens confidence in the 

government’s ability to effectively manage and respond to crises. 

4.4 Social Media Primarily to Inform the Public and Minimise Risk 

Figure 4 illustrates responses to the statement: "Crisis and disaster management organisations use social media primarily 

to inform the public to minimise risk and to gather information from citizens." 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4. Disaster management organisations use of social media 

Figure 4 demonstrates that a significant majority of respondents, 61.2%, agreed, and 19.4% strongly agreed that social 

media plays a crucial role in facilitating real-time monitoring and situational awareness during crises. Meanwhile, 16.1% 

of respondents remained neutral, 2.3% disagreed, and 1.0% strongly disagreed. These findings emphasise the recognised 

importance of social media in crisis management. This analysis aligns with Cvetković et al. (2023), who highlight the 

critical role of social media platforms as tools for governments and organisations to monitor public sentiment and collect 

real-time, on-the-ground data. This capability enables more effective response strategies, reduces risk, and ensures better 

coordination during crises. Similarly, Bukar et al. (2020) emphasise that social media has been successfully utilised 
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during natural disasters and periods of social unrest to inform the public, promote situational awareness, and mitigate 

risks. 

4.5 Social Media Initiatives After the Unrest 

Figure 5 illustrates responses to the statement: "I saw initiatives such as #LootingMustFall, #SaveSouthAfrica, and 

#Cleanups that were launched to deal with the aftermath of the riots and looting in KwaZulu-Natal to restore normalcy." 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5. Aftermath of a crises impact 

Figure 5 reveals that a significant majority of respondents supported the statement, with 63.2% agreeing and an additional 

28.5% strongly agreeing. Meanwhile, 9% of respondents were neutral, and only 2% expressed disagreement. This 

overwhelming level of agreement highlights a strong consensus in favour of the statement that respondents saw initiatives 

such as #LootingMustFall, #SaveSouthAfrica, and #Cleanups, which were launched to address the aftermath of the riots 

and looting in KwaZulu-Natal and restore normalcy. 

The findings align with insights from ITWeb (2025), which emphasise the pivotal role of social media campaigns in 

facilitating cleanup efforts within the KwaZulu-Natal (KZN) province. Hashtags such as #LootingMustFall, 

#SaveSouthAfrica, and #CleanUpSA emerged as effective tools for raising awareness and mobilising community 

involvement. These digital campaigns played a crucial role in galvanising public support, fostering collective action, and 

driving the success of collaborative cleanup initiatives. 

4.6 Gender-based Analysis 

Table 2. Gender-based analysis 
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(N=169) 
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(N=299) 

Social media platforms can disseminate accurate information and influence which issues the 

public deems important, thereby influencing public perceptions 

Chisq., p = 

0.234 

   

Disagree 53 (31.4%) 50 (38.5%)  103 (34.4%) 

Agree 110 (65.1%) 75 (57.7%)  185 (61.9%) 

Social media played a crucial role in alerting individuals and communities about potential 

risks and dangers during KZN 2021 looting 

Chisq., p = 

0.306 

   

Disagree 24 (14.2%) 25 (19.2%)  49 (16.4%) 

Agree 139 (82.2%) 100 

(76.0%) 

 239 (79.9%) 

During the civil unrest, I found updates on road closures, safety warnings, and alternative 

routes shared on social media during the KZN looting to be timely and helpful 

Chisq., p = 

0.808 

   

Disagree 37 (21.9%) 26 (20.0%)  63 (21.1%) 

Agree 126 (74.6%) 99 (76.2%)  225 (75.3%) 

The chi-square test results indicate that there is no significant relationship between gender and any of the statements, as all 

p-values exceed the 0.05 threshold (p > 0.05). Specifically, for the statement “Social media platforms can disseminate 

accurate information and influence which issues the public deems important, thereby influencing public perceptions” (p 

= 0.234), “Social media played a crucial role in alerting individuals and communities about potential risks and dangers 

during KZN 2021 looting” (p = 0.306), and “During the civil unrest, I found updates on road closures, safety warnings, 
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and alternative routes shared on social media during the KZN looting to be timely and helpful” (p = 0.808), the analysis 

suggests that gender does not significantly affect perceptions of social media's role during the KZN unrest. The agreement 

rates for all statements remain consistently high across both male and female respondents, indicating that both genders 

generally share similar views on the impact and utility of social media during the unrest. 

4.7 Age-based Analysis 

Table 3. Age-based Analysis  

Age Group 18-25yrs 

(N=134) 

26-35yrs 

(N=76) 

36-45yrs 

(N=59) 

46-60yrs 

(N=30) 

p-value Overall 

(N=299) 

Social media platforms can disseminate accurate information 

and can influence which issues the public deems important, 

thereby influencing public perceptions 

    0.750  

Disagree 45 (33.6%) 31 (40.8%) 20 (33.9%) 11 (36.7%)  107 (35.8%) 

Agree 89 (66.4%) 45 (59.2%) 39 (66.1%) 19 (63.3%)  192 (64.2%) 

Social media played a crucial role in alerting individuals and 

communities about potential risks and dangers during KZN 

2021 looting 

    0.515  

Disagree 23 (17.2%) 15 (19.7%) 7 (11.9%) 7 (23.3%)  52 (17.4%) 

Agree 111(82.8%) 61 (80.3%) 52 (88.1%) 23 (76.7%)  247(82.6%) 

During the civil unrest, I found updates on road closures, 

safety warnings, and alternative routes shared on social media 

during the KZN looting to be timely and helpful 

    0.359  

Disagree 25 (18.7%) 20 (26.3%) 11 (18.6%) 9 (30.0%)  65 (21.7%) 

Agree 109 (81.3%) 56 (73.7%) 48 (81.4%) 21 (70.0%)  234 (78.3%) 

The chi-square test results indicate no statistically significant differences across age groups for the three statements tested: 

“Social media platforms can disseminate accurate information and can influence which issues the public deems 

important, thereby influencing public perceptions” (p = 0.750). The p-value is greater than 0.05, suggesting that age does 

not significantly influence how different age groups view social media’s role in disseminating accurate information and 

shaping public perceptions. 

Similarly, the statement “Social media played a crucial role in alerting individuals and communities about potential risks 

and dangers during KZN 2021 looting” (p = 0.515) shows no significant differences in perceptions across age groups 

regarding social media’s role in alerting individuals and communities about potential risks. Additionally, for the statement 

“During the civil unrest, I found updates on road closures, safety warnings, and alternative routes shared on social media 

during the KZN looting to be timely and helpful” (p = 0.359), the p-value further supports the conclusion that age does not 

significantly affect perceptions of social media’s role in providing updates on road closures and safety warnings. 

Agreement rates remain high across all age groups, ranging from 70.0% to 81.4%. 

4.8 Race-based Analysis 

Table 4. Race-based Analysis 

Race Black 

(N=201) 

Indian 

(N=59) 

White 

(N=21) 

Coloured 

(N=18) 

p-value Overall 

(N=299) 

Social media platforms can disseminate accurate information 

and can influence which issues the public deems important, 

thereby influencing public perceptions 

    0.010  

Disagree 66 (32.8%) 16 (27.1%) 7 (33.3%) 13 (72.2%)  102 (34.1%) 

Agree 135 (67.2%) 31 (79.9%) 14 (66.7%) 5 (27.8%)  185 (61.9%) 

Social media played a crucial role in alerting individuals and 

communities about potential risks and dangers during KZN 

2021 looting 

    0.461  

Disagree 37(18.4%) 9 (15.3%) 0 (0.0%) 1 (5.6%) Fisher's 47 (15.7%) 

Agree 164(81.6%) 38(84.7%) 21(100.0%) 17 (94.4%)  240(83.3%) 

During the civil unrest, I found updates on road closures, 

safety warnings, and alternative routes shared on social 

media during the KZN looting to be timely and helpful 

    0.55  

Disagree 42 (20.9%) 12 (20.3%) 2 (9.5%) 5 (27.8%) Fisher's 61 (20.4%) 

Agree 159 (79.1%) 35 (79.7%) 19 (90.5%) 13 (72.2%)  226 (75.6%) 

The chi-square and Fisher’s tests reveal a statistically significant difference in perceptions across racial groups only for 

the statement on social media’s role in disseminating accurate information and influencing public perceptions, with a 

p-value of 0.010. This significance is primarily driven by the notably lower agreement rate among the Coloured group 

(27.8%) compared to other racial groups, with 67.2% of Black, 79.9% of Indian, and 66.7% of White respondents 

agreeing. 
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However, for the other two statements: “Social media played a crucial role in alerting individuals and communities about 

potential risks and dangers during KZN 2021 looting” (p = 0.461) and “During the civil unrest, I found updates on road 

closures, safety warnings, and alternative routes shared on social media during the KZN looting to be timely and helpful” 

(p = 0.55), the p-values are greater than 0.05, indicating no statistically significant differences in perceptions by race. In 

both cases, high agreement rates were observed across all racial groups, suggesting general consensus on these aspects of 

social media's role during the KZN unrest. 

5. Conclusion 

The research findings clearly highlight the critical role that social media plays in mitigating risks during periods of civil 

unrest, specifically in the case of the 2021 unrest in KwaZulu-Natal (KZN). Social media platforms were found to be 

instrumental in disseminating crucial information, such as alerts about potential risks, road closures, and safety warnings, 

which helped individuals and communities navigate the crisis more effectively. These findings align with the literature by 

Haataja et al. (2016), which underscores how crisis and disaster management organisations leverage social media to 

inform the public and gather real-time information. Social media’s immediacy and wide-reaching nature make it an 

invaluable tool in mitigating risks during crises, as it enables the rapid dissemination of critical information to a broad 

audience. 

The study’s primary findings reinforce this, with a significant majority of respondents agreeing that social media played a 

vital role in alerting individuals and communities to potential risks during the KZN unrest. Additionally, respondents 

found updates on road closures, safety warnings, and alternative routes shared via social media to be timely and helpful. 

This supports Regan et al.'s (2014) assertion that quick communication is essential in managing food safety crises and can 

also be extended to broader crisis management scenarios, including social unrest. Given the widespread agreement on the 

importance of social media in providing timely and relevant updates, it can be concluded that social media effectively 

serves as a tool for risk management in crisis situations. The research successfully demonstrates that social media is 

integral to enhancing public safety, fostering communication, and ultimately mitigating risks during times of unrest. 

6. Recommendations 

Strengthen Communication and Online Monitoring: Local governments in KZN should establish dedicated teams 

within law enforcement agencies or collaborate with social media platforms to actively monitor and address potential 

threats and misinformation. This initiative would help detect and counter the spread of fake news, as well as the 

organisation of criminal activities through social media. Real-time monitoring and swift responses to harmful content 

would contribute to more effective risk management during crises. 

Enhance Collaboration with Social Media Companies: Closer collaboration between the local government and social 

media companies should be fostered to ensure more efficient information sharing. Establishing direct channels of 

communication will enable the quicker removal of harmful content and assist in identifying individuals or groups that 

incite violence or criminal activities. A streamlined communication process would allow for faster responses, preventing 

the spread of misinformation or incitement. 

Public Awareness Campaigns: The local government should assist in launching public awareness campaigns to educate 

citizens on the responsible use of social media, focusing on the dangers of misinformation. Citizens in KwaZulu-Natal 

should be empowered to identify and report suspicious or harmful content that could contribute to criminal activities. 

Public campaigns should also educate individuals on the legal and social consequences of participating in or supporting 

illegal activities such as looting. 

Invest in Technology and Training: Local government agencies should allocate resources to invest in technology and 

training for law enforcement personnel, enabling them to effectively monitor, analyse, and respond to social media 

activities. Incorporating advanced technologies such as data analytics and artificial intelligence tools would help 

authorities identify patterns and detect potential threats, ultimately enabling them to take proactive measures to prevent 

future incidents of unrest. 

7. Limitations 

While this study offers valuable insights into the role of social media in mitigating risks during the 2021 KwaZulu-Natal 

unrest, several limitations should be acknowledged. First, the reliance on self-reported survey data introduces the 

possibility of response bias, as participants may have overstated the significance of social media due to its prominence 

during the crisis. Second, the study focused on a single geographic region, which limits the generalisability of the findings 

to other contexts. Third, the use of a self-selected sample may have influenced the type of individuals who chose to 

participate, and although respondents were asked to confirm their presence in the region and their social media use, the 

verification process was not highly rigorous. Finally, the reliance on primarily quantitative methods restricted the ability 

to capture the depth and nuance of participants’ experiences and perceptions. 
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8. Future Research Directions 

Future research could delve deeper into how social media users interacted during the 2021 KZN looting, exploring how 

users shared real-time information, coordinated activities, or expressed opinions about the events. This could involve 

analysing the use of hashtags, live videos, and community groups, which played a significant role in mobilising support, 

spreading awareness, and in some cases, inciting violence. Qualitative research methods such as content analysis, 

interviews with active users, and sentiment analysis could help uncover the specific dynamics of these interactions and 

their effects on public perception and behaviour. Gaining insights into both the positive and negative impacts of social 

media in such crisis situations could inform better management strategies for future crises. 

Further research should also examine the role of social media in crisis communication from the perspective of different 

stakeholders, including government agencies, social media companies, and the general public. Studies could focus on 

how these stakeholders use social media to communicate during crises, how they perceive the effectiveness of these tools, 

and the challenges they face. Research could also investigate the evolution of crisis communication strategies in response 

to the growing influence of social media. 

Acknowledgments 

Not applicable. 

Authors contributions 

LN and EM were responsible for study design and revising. LN was responsible for data collection. EM drafted the 

manuscript and LN revised it. All authors read and approved the final manuscript. The authors contributed equally to the 

study. 

Funding 

Not applicable. 

Competing interests 

The authors declare that they have no known competing financial interests or personal relationships that could have 

appeared to influence the work reported in this paper. 

Informed consent 

Obtained. 

Ethics approval 

The Publication Ethics Committee of the Redfame Publishing.  

The journal’s policies adhere to the Core Practices established by the Committee on Publication Ethics (COPE). 

Provenance and peer review 

Not commissioned; externally double-blind peer reviewed. 

Data availability statement 

The data that support the findings of this study are available on request from the corresponding author. The data are not 

publicly available due to privacy or ethical restrictions. 

Data sharing statement 

No additional data are available. 

Open access 

This is an open-access article distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution license 

(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/). 

Copyrights 

Copyright for this article is retained by the author(s), with first publication rights granted to the journal. 

References 

Aboagye, E. (2023). The role of social media in crisis communication: A case study of the COVID-19 pandemic. Journal 

of Crisis Communication, 18(1), 108-120. 

Allen, K. (2021). Social media, riots and consequences. Institute for Security Studies. Available at: 

https://issafrica.org/iss-today/social-media-riots-and-consequences. 

Aslan, M. F. (2022). What means social media in authoritarian regimes and for authoritarian regimes? Available: 

https://issafrica.org/iss-today/social-media-riots-and-consequences


Studies in Media and Communication                                                            Vol. 13, No. 4; 2025 

367 

 

https://www.academia.edu/45629503/What_Means_Social_Media_in_Authoritarian_Regimes_and_For_Authorita

rian_Regimes 

Brynielsson, J., Granåsen, M., Lindquist, S., Narganes Quijano, M., Nilsson, S., & Trnka, J. (2018). Informing crisis alerts 

using social media: Best practices and proof of concept. Journal of Homeland Security and Emergency Management, 

15(1). https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-5973.12195 

Bukar, U. A., Bello, B. A., & Usman, M. (2020). Crisis informatics in the context of social media crisis communication: 

Theoretical models, taxonomy, and open issues. International Journal of Information Management Data Insights, 

1(2), 185482. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jjimei.2020.100002 

Cañero, A., Al-Omoush, K. S., & Garrido, A. (2023). The impact of government use of social media and contradictions on 

trust in government and citizens' attitudes in times of crisis. Journal of Business Research, 157, 11. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2023.113695. 

Cvetković, V., Nikolić, A., & Ivanov, A. (2023). The role of social media in informing the public about disaster risks. 

Journal of Liberty and International Affairs, 9(2), 121-135. https://doi.org/10.47305/jlia2392121c 

Gilbert, E. (2022). The role of social media in protests: Mobilising or polarising. Available at: 

https://89initiative.com/the-role-of-social-media-in-protests-mobilising-or-polarising/ 

Grill, G. (2020). Researching online labor strike and protest prediction technologies. Aoir Selected Papers of Internet 

Research. https://doi.org/10.5210/spir.v2020i0.11222 

Haataja, M., Laajalahti, A., & Hyvärinen, J. (2016). Expert views on current and future use of social media among crisis 

and emergency management organizations: Incentives and barriers. Human Technology: An Interdisciplinary 

Journal on Humans in ICT Environments, 12(2), 135-164. Available at: UNC Library. 

https://doi.org/10.17011/ht/urn.201611174653 

Haberm Hohendahl, Peter, & Patricia Russian. (1974). “Jürgen Habermas: ‘The Public Sphere’ (1964).” New German 

Critique, no. 3, 1974, pp. 45-48. JSTOR, https://doi.org/10.2307/487736 

Institute for Security Studies. (2021). Social media, riots and consequences. Available at: 

https://issafrica.org/iss-today/social-media-riots-and-consequences. 

Karombo, T. (2021). South Africa goes after social media as it cracks down on looting and protests. The Conversation. 

https://doi.org/10.1109/ASONAM.2016.7752218 

Korolov, R., Lu, D., Wang, J., Zhou, G., Bonial, C., Voss, C., … & Ji, H. (2016). On predicting social unrest using social 

media. In R. Kumar, J. Caverlee, & H. Tong (Eds.), Proceedings of the 2016 IEEE/ACM International Conference 

on Advances in Social Networks Analysis and Mining, ASONAM 2016 (pp. 89-95). New York: IEEE. Available at: 

https://blender.cs.illinois.edu/ 

Lamb, G. (2021). Why have South Africans been on a looting rampage? Research offers insights. 

https://doi.org/10.64628/AAJ.3k4ee4779 

Makonye, F. (2022). Interrogating the July 2021 Looting, Burning and Violence in South Africa: Case of KwaZulu-Natal 

(KZN). Journal of African Foreign Affairs, 11(2), 55-66. https://doi.org/10.31920/2634-3665/2022/v11n2a3 

Malinga, M. (2021). Social media and civil unrest: The role of online platforms in the July 2021 riots in South Africa. 

South African Journal of Social Media, 3(2), 45-60. 

Mathe, L., & Matsaathebe, G. (2024). Play on Twitter during health crisis in non-democratic context: Gratification or 

dissent? Social Media + Society, 10(1). https://doi.org/10.1177/20563051231224404 

Mavrodieva, A., & Shaw, R. (2021). Role of social media in disaster management in Bangladesh towards the COVID-19 

pandemic. Available at: https://www.academia.edu/45629503/Role_of_Social_Media_in_Disaster_Management  

Mccombs, M. E., & Shaw, D. L. (1972) The Agenda-Setting Function of Mass Media. Public Relations Review, 3, 

176-187. https://doi.org/10.1086/267990 

Nazaruddin, M. (2020). Social media and alternative discourse on natural hazard: A case study of Facebook group 'Info 

Merapi'. Journal Komunikasi: Malaysian Journal of Communication, 36(1), 480-494. 

https://doi.org/10.17576/jkmjc-2020-3601-28 

Olteanu, A., Vieweg, S., & Castillo, C. (2015). What to expect when the unexpected happens: Social media 

communications across crises. Proceedings of the 18th ACM Conference on Computer Supported Cooperative Work 

& Social Computing. https://doi.org/10.1145/2675133.2675242 

Papacharissi, Z. (2018). The virtual sphere, the internet as a public sphere. 43-60. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jjimei.2020.100002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2023.113695
https://doi.org/10.47305/jlia2392121c
https://89initiative.com/the-role-of-social-media-in-protests-mobilising-or-polarising/
https://issafrica.org/iss-today/social-media-riots-and-consequences
https://blender.cs.illinois.edu/
https://doi.org/10.1177/20563051231224404
https://www.academia.edu/45629503/Role_of_Social_Media_in_Disaster_Management
https://doi.org/10.17576/jkmjc-2020-3601-28


Studies in Media and Communication                                                            Vol. 13, No. 4; 2025 

368 

 

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-11719-1_3 

Patel, O., & Everatt, D. (2021). What drove South Africa’s recent violence and looting and what to do about it? Pasha 117: 

South Africa's recent violence is a cause for concern but there are opportunities to build a stronger nation, 22 July. 

Available at:  

https://www.wits.ac.za/news/latest-news/opinion/2021/2021-07/what-drove-south-africas-recent-violence-and-loot

ing-and-what-to-do-about-it.html 

Regan, Á., Raats, M., Shan, L., Wall, P., & McConnon, Á. (2014). Risk communication and social media during food 

safety crises: A study of stakeholders’ opinions in Ireland. Journal of Risk Research, 19(1), 119-133. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/13669877.2014.961517 

Reports of the Expert Panel on the July 2021 Riots: 2021. Available: 

https://www.thepresidency.gov.za/sites/default/files/2022-05/Report%20of%20the%20Expert%20Panel%20into%2

0the%20July%202021%20Civil%20Unrest.pdf 

Reuters (2011). Syria: Timeline of Key Events in the Uprising. Available  

at: https://reuters.screenocean.com/record/1463122. 

Salman, A., Mustaffa, N., Salleh, M., & Ali, M. (2016). Social media and agenda setting: implications on political agenda. 

Jurnal Komunikasi Malaysian Journal of Communication, 32(1), 401-414.  

https://doi.org/10.17576/JKMJC-2016-3201-19 

Solace Global. (2019). A year of unrest powered by social media. Available at:  

https://www.solaceglobal.com/report/2019-year-unrest-powered-social-media/. 

Sonjica, N. (2021). State of disaster declared in KZN after violent civil unrest. Available at: 

https://www.timeslive.co.za/news/south-africa/2021-07-29-state-of-disaster-declared-in-kzn-after-violent-civil-unrest/ 

The Presidency. (2022). Report of the expert panel into the July 2021 civil unrest. Available at: 

https://www.thepresidency.gov.za/sites/default/files/2022-05/Report%20of%20the%20Expert%20Panel%20into%

20the%20July%202021%20Civil%20Unrest.pdf. 

Wendling, C., Radisch, J., & Jacobzone, S. (2013). The use of social media in risk and crisis communication. Available at:  

https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/the-use-of-social-media-in-risk-and-crisis-communication_5k3v01fskp9s.pdf 

Yang, M. (2013). The collision of social media and social unrest: Why shutting down social media is the wrong response. 

North-western Journal of Technology and Intellectual Property, 11, 707. Available at: 

https://scholarlycommons.law.northwestern.edu/njtip/vol11/iss7/7/ 

https://doi.org/10.1080/13669877.2014.961517
https://reuters.screenocean.com/record/1463122
https://www.timeslive.co.za/news/south-africa/2021-07-29-state-of-disaster-declared-in-kzn-after-violent-civil-unrest/
https://www.thepresidency.gov.za/sites/default/files/2022-05/Report%20of%20the%20Expert%20Panel%20into%20the%20July%202021%20Civil%20Unrest.pdf
https://www.thepresidency.gov.za/sites/default/files/2022-05/Report%20of%20the%20Expert%20Panel%20into%20the%20July%202021%20Civil%20Unrest.pdf
https://scholarlycommons.law.northwestern.edu/njtip/vol11/iss7/7/

