
The psychology behind why toilet paper, of all things, is the latest coronavirus panic-buy 

Masks were the first to go. Then, hand sanitizers. 

Now, panic-buyers are snatching up ... toilet paper? 

Retailers in the US and Canada have started limiting the number of toilet paper packs customers can buy in 

one trip. Some supermarkets in the UK are sold out. Grocery stores in Australia have hired security guards 

to patrol customers. 

Why? Toilet paper does not offer special protection against the virus. It's not considered a staple of 

impending emergencies, like milk and bread are. 

So why are people buying up rolls more quickly than they can be restocked? 

 

Does this strike fear into your heart? 
Perhaps the worst doomsday scenario is this: being stuck on the toilet and finding 

you're down to the last square. 

Consumer psychology experts say the behaviour is "obviously irrational", and a 

clear example of herd mentality whipped up by social media and news coverage. 

The pictures of bare aisles haven't helped. 

What you've got to remember is that when 50 packs of toilet paper rolls disappear off shelves, you really 

notice it because they take up so much room. It's much more noticeable than say 50 cans of tomatoes or 

hand sanitiser disappearing. 

Panic-buying and hoarding of supplies is obviously not desirable, but it's understandable, particularly 

when people see images of cities, regions and even whole countries in lockdown. 

The ongoing crisis is similar to a behavioural response during a natural disaster.  

Sense of control 

Panic-buying helps people feel in control of the situation, say experts. 

We don't know how long it will last, we don't know much about the virus, it's something new and we are 

learning something new about it. 

Consumers are trying to gain control and panic-buying is essentially an attempt to feel that at least we are 

doing something, we are being proactive and panic-buying is exactly that. 

Social media  

While established media organisations might be trying to cover the outbreak in a measured way, that's no 

longer the only source we consume information from. Certain claims read online might aggravate the 

anxiety.  

Panic-buying is getting excessive play in social media and news media, and that amplifies the sense of 

scarcity, which worsens the panic buying.  

Loss aversion 
It’s the idea that you don’t want to miss out. Losses generally have a much larger psychological impact 

than gains of the same size. If we later realise that we needed the toilet paper and we didn’t get it when we 

had the chance, we will really feel bad. 

Herd mentality  
Herd mentality also adds to this behaviour. The experts say the fact that panic-buying is happening at all 

can prompt people to participate. 

 

VOCABULARY 
Panic buying = the action of buying large quantities of a particular product or commodity due to sudden fears of a 

forthcoming shortage or price rise. 

Hand sanitizer = a liquid or gel generally used to decrease infectious agents on the hands. 

Snatch up / snætʃ/ = grasp hastily or eagerly, take hold of; lay hands on. 

Staple /ˈsteɪpl/ = A major item of trade in steady demand; A basic dietary item, such as flour, rice, or corn. 
Doomsday (or domesday /ˈduːmzˌdeɪ/) = the day on which the Last Judgment will occur; characterized by 

predictions of disaster: doomsday scenario. Till/until doomsday = (idiom) For an indefinite amount of time; forever. 

Down to = to the last person or thing that can be used 

Herd /həːd/ = a large group of animals, especially mammals, that live together or are kept together as livestock. 

Herd mentality = the tendency for people's behaviour to conform to those of the group to which they belong. 

Whip up /wɪp/ = excite; cause (someone or something) to feel strong emotions about something 



Aisle /ʌɪl/ = a passage between rows of seats in a church or theatre, an aircraft, or train, etc; corridor, path 

Hoard [ˈhɔːd] = accumulate money, food, or the like, in a hidden or carefully guarded place for preservation, future 

use. 

Lockdown /ˈlɒkdaʊn/ = a state of isolation or restricted access instituted as a security measure; the confining of 

prisoners to their cells, typically in order to regain control during a riot 

Proactive /prəʊˈaktɪv/ = taking charge, controlling a situation rather than just responding to it; energetic, dynamic 

Outbreak /ˈaʊtbreɪk/= a sudden occurrence of something unwelcome, such as war or disease; epidemic 

Aversion /əˈvɜrʃən/ = a strong feeling of dislike, repugnance, or antipathy toward something and a desire to avoid it: 

Miss out on = fail to use an opportunity to enjoy or get an advantage from something  
 

IDIOMS (related to panic, fear and anxiety) 

Beside oneself (with emotion) = overcome with worry, grief, or anger; distraught, desperate 

FOMO (Fear Of Missing out) = The worry that one may miss an enjoyable activity, especially due to the fact that 

one often sees others documenting such activities on social media. Often abbreviated as "FOMO." 

A pervasive apprehension that others might be having rewarding experiences from which one is absent 

ICYMI = in case you missed it. 

Get a grip on yourself = make an effort to control your emotions and behave more calmly: Stop panicking 

Give one the willies = If something gives you the willies, it makes you feel nervous or frightened. 

Keep a stiff upper lip = display fortitude and stoicism in the face of adversity, show great self-restraint,  

Press/push/hit the panic button = react in a sudden or an extreme way to something unexpected and frighteneing 

Panic stations = a situation in which people feel anxious and there is a lot of confused activity, especially because 

there is a lot to do in a short period of time. 

Scare (someone) out of their wits = make someone very frightened or worried. 

Strike fear into (one's) heart = frighten, terrify, or horrify someone. 

Work someone up = gradually bring someone, especially oneself, to a state of intense excitement, anger, or anxiety. 

Get worked up = become upset, annoyed or excited, often unnecessarily. 

 

MORE VOCABULARY (related to panic, fear and anxiety) 
An Act of God = a natural hazard outside human control, such as an earthquake or tsunami, for which no person can 

be held responsible.  

Cold sweat = a state of sweating induced by fear, anxiety, or illness. 

Freak-out = lose control of one's mind because of someone or something that has happened. 

Hoarding disorder (Compulsive hoarding) = a persistent difficulty discarding or parting with possessions because 

of a perceived need to save them. 

Panic /ˈpanɪk/ = sudden uncontrollable fear or anxiety, often causing wildly unthinking behaviour; alarm; 

nervousness; fear; terror; hysteria; apprehension 

Panic disorder = an anxiety disorder characterized by unpredictable panic attacks; the attacks are usually severe but 

brief 

Panic-stricken = thrown into a state of intense fear or desperation; panicky; terrified; frightened;  

Phobia /ˈfəʊbɪə/= an extreme or irrational fear of or aversion to something. 

Scaremonger /ˈskɛːmʌŋɡə/ = a person who spreads frightening or ominous reports or rumours. 

-monger /ˈmʌŋɡə/ = (suffix) denoting a dealer or trader in a specified commodity. "fishmonger" 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


