
Rutherford Labs:
How do Kiwis discuss 
COVID-19 online?

COVID-19 is one of 
the most dominant 
topics of social 
media conversation 
New Zealand has 
seen in the last 5 
years.
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If you are interested in learning more about the conversation in 
relation to your own organisation, visit us at www.Rutherford.net.nz 
to arrange a chat.
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“Know someone who needs to stay the 
f home? Share @kcolbin ‘s book with 
them now! #stayhomeNZ #StayAtHome 
#stayinghome”

At the beginning of this time period, 
#COVID19 (and its variants) were trailing 
behind hashtags related to US politics. 
Now, it is the number 1 topic on social 
media. The hashtags #StayatHome and 
#UniteAgainstCOVID19 are among the 
longest trending hashtags, indicating 
there is still strong collective support 
for the measures taken to eliminate the 
virus in New Zealand.

“Shower time for me. Are we doing 
#formalfriday?”

“Stay home or you might 
ensure that people won’t see 
another Easter because of your 
selfishness.#EasteratHome” 

Kiwis are beginning to settle into their 
new short-medium term circumstances 
and there is a rise in lockdown-
related hashtags such as #NZegghunt, 
#photosofmylife, #Easterathome, 
and #FormalFriday, and ordinary 
entertainment hashtags such as 
#Wrestlemania.

“Trump said if he loses the 2020 
election that you will never see him 
again. That alone should be reason 
enough to vote!”

“Warren was my first choice and I 
*still* believe she would have made a 
great president. I’m disappointed by 
yesterday, but I now see Bernie as the 
path forward for progressives”

Conversations about the US election 
are no longer in among the most 
trending topics, as Kiwis have turned 
more towards domestic issues.. 

“Everything you should and shouldn’t do 
to stay healthy on a plane.”

“If you have had COVID19 and no longer 
have symptoms, the existing test for viral 
RNA will tell you nothing. We need a 
different kind of test that measures the 
*antibodies* that your own body makes 
against the virus.”

Conversations that inform others of the 
ways to protect against COVID-19 and 
the government policies in response to 
it are still reasonably popular, but they 
peaked in the period between New 
Zealand declaring Level 2 status and 
a couple days after declaring Level 4 
status.

What’s Trending? What’s Fading?

The predominant conversations are angry or joyful —each in equal 
amounts, but people are becoming less afraid over time.

“Sadly he died without any family members close 
by due to the highly infectious nature of Covid-19.” 

SADNESS: Increased 4% over time period. Sad 
posts are mainly in response to deaths reported 
worldwide. Despite the death count remaining low 
in NZ, Kiwis acknowledge and discuss the mortal 
implications of this virus.

“@jacindaardern thank you for your calm, decisive 
leadership. I am so thankful we are in lockdown 
right now. It saves lives ”

JOY: Increased 7% over time period. Most joyful 
posts are in response to decisive government 
mandates or are aimed at maintainging a positive 
mindset and healthy habits during lockdown.

“What is the point of all this lockdown if educated 
people behave with such irresponsibility? This one 
incident might result in multiple cases.”

ANGER: Increased 2% over time period. Most 
angry posts are in response to misinformation, 
inconsistent advice, and people who do not 
adhere to social isolation/quarantine protocols.

“If you have symptoms and have to go out, wear 
a mask, and avoid coughing and sneezing directly 
onto other people. Otherwise self isolate.“

DISGUST: Decreased 14% over time period. 
Posts that express disgust feature descriptions of 
the symptoms of COVID-19, usually in posts that 
provide advice on how to protect from it.

“Head of Lombardy’s intensive care crisis unit says 
they are caring for “quite a few” people in their 
20s-30s.”

SURPRISE: Stable over time period. Posts that 
express surprise most often feature new insights 
about the virus. For example, that there are a 
large number of patients in their 20s and 30s.

“It’s not #coronavirus #COVID19 we have to 
fear. It’s this globalised panic that is a real 
concern.”

FEAR: Decreased 5% over time period. 
Conversations about lockdown anxiety, panic 
buying, and uncertainty over the severity of 
the crisis dominate fearful posts.
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It may seem like 8.1% of all NZ social media 
conversation is small, but when compared 
to the share of voice other major NZ events 
have commanded, COVID-19 dominates a 
very large share.


