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. ABSTRACT

Background: The COVID-19 pandemic showed that this viral infection, in addition to acute
Article info: :  physical complications, causes psychological problems, anxiety, $tress, and exacerbation of
Received: 01 Nov 2021 :  cyberchondria. This study aimed to assess the severity of cyberchondria in nursing students in
Accepted: 17 Nov 2021 ¢ Lorestan Province identified as the center of the COVID-19 outbreak in Iran.

Published: 01 Feb 2022 Methods: This descriptive cross-sectional study was performed on 200 nursing students of

Islamic Azad University in the involved province using an online questionnaire. The subjects
were recruited by convenience sampling method. The research instrument was the 15-item
Cyberchondria Severity Scale (CSS-15), whose link was sent to all nursing students. Data
analysis was performed by descriptive statistics and independent t-test in SPSS software v. 18.
The significance level was set at less than 0.05.

Results: The majority of the respondents (51.5%) were male, and 17.5% of them had a history
of chronic diseases and did not refer to any physician due to self-medication and fear of the
coronavirus. The Mean+SD score of cyberchondria severity was 33.52+5.59. There was a
significant difference between the male and female students in the subscales of compulsion
(P=0.0001), excessiveness (P=0.007), reassurance (P=0.004), and distress (P=0.0001). But the

Keywords: total cyberchondria severity was not associated with the age and gender of the students.
COYID-19, Cyberchondria, Conclusion: During the COVID-19 outbreak, the nursing students were affected by some
Nursing students, : constructs of cyberchondria that could be a sign of anxiety risk and might affect their health-
Cyberchondria severity scale, :  seeking behaviors and mental health. Therefore, psychological counseling is needed to provide
Health anxiety : this group of healthcare professionals.
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Highlights
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 Fear of COVID-19 could lead to obsessive research of information on the Internet.

* The severity of cyberchondria was relatively high in the nursing students living in the involved province.

* The nursing students in this study were at risk for health anxiety because of cyberchondria during the COVID-19 pandemic.

* There were significant differences in most subscales of cyberchondria between female and male students.

Plain Language Summary

Social isolation due to the COVID-19 pandemic and the ease of access to the Internet has led people to search this me-
dia more to obtain information about their health. The findings showed that nursing students in this study were at risk
for health anxiety because of cyberchondria during the COVID-19 pandemic. Moreover, compared with male students,
the female students were less likely to cope appropriately with the annoying health information they had found on the
Internet. It is suggested to provide psychological counseling to this group of healthcare professionals.

1. Introduction

he recent reforms in the information and

communications technology and health-

care sector across the world have created

numerous opportunities for online and

easy access to health-related information

(Bati et al., 2018). In addition, the avail-
ability of extensive medical information online has led
people to spend countless hours searching for the pos-
sible diagnoses of their symptoms. In a survey of 12000
people in 12 countries in 2010, 12%-40% of the subjects
frequently searched the Internet for medical informa-
tion, and 1%-2% searched for diagnosis (Vismara et al.,
2020). Another survey in the United Kingdom reported
an increase in internet activity from 2007 to 2016 when
82% of adults (41.8 million) used the Internet every day
or almost every day. While reading online news, news-
papers, and journals accounts for the most significant
increase in the current pandemic, using the Internet to
search for health information has been reported to in-
crease by 33% to 51% (Wadman et al., 2019).

Disseminating medical information online poses the
risk of obtaining misinformation (de la Cuesta et al.,
2019). Previous studies have indicated that self-diagno-
sis behaviors lead to unnecessary psychological stress,
causing fear and concerns regarding one’s health condi-
tion (Aiken et al., 2012; Jokic-Begic, Lauri Korajlija, &
Mikac, 2020).

With the outbreak of the emerging coronavirus in
Wuhan, China, on December 29, 2019, and its rapid

spread, fear of infection overtook every community. The
World Health Organization (WHO) confirmed the vari-
ability of the signs and symptoms of the disease, driv-
ing people to use cyberspace to gain more information
about the disease for better self-care (Zhao et al., 2020).
The coronavirus infects humans and often invades the
lungs, causing many signs and symptoms (Saleh Ali et
al., 2021). Obtaining information about the coronavirus
has become the most important concern for everybody,
especially medical staff. Meanwhile, the phenomenon of
cyberchondria has been intensified (Goyal et al., 2021).

The information obtained from the Internet is more
interesting than the information in newspapers. Conse-
quently, people have become addicted to online informa-
tion due to the frequent use of the Internet (Koo, Nyunt,
& Wang, 2021). Cyberchondria is a strong tendency for
excessive searching on the Internet for new information,
which could cause anxiety Starcevic, Berle, & Arnaez,
2020). Indeed cyberchondria refers to excessive online
search for health information, which is associated with
increased emotional distress (Zheng et al., 2021). The
percentage of adults who used an information source oth-
er than the Internet and reported accessing health infor-
mation online without frustration increased from 31.3%
in 2008 to 42.7% in 2017 (Zheng and Tandoc Jr, 2020).

The Internet is the largest medical library in the world
through which people can access information on disease
symptoms, the risks, and benefits of medications, treat-
ments, and professional comments (Starcevic, 2017).
Obtaining the necessary information from the Internet
is helpful in multiple cases, while most scientific stud-
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ies emphasize the adverse effects of excessive internet
use, and some of the consequences of this issue are anxi-
ety, worries, and even certain diseases (McMullan et al.,
2019; Bajcar, & Babiak, 2021). Cyberchondria is close-
ly associated with the phenomenon of hypochondria,
which is the misunderstanding of physical symptoms
causing individuals to misjudge the severity or nature of
their diseases (Khazaal et al., 2021).

The nursing profession is crucial to maintaining nation-
al healthcare systems, and educational institutions play
a key role in training future nurses. In terms of nursing
knowledge, nurses must be able to search for disease-
related content on the Internet (Aulia et al., 2020).

A study regarding cyberchondria was conducted on
the nursing students who had been trained on promoting
their profession, and the results showed that COVID-19
caused more anxiety in the female students compared to
the male students. In the mentioned study, the gravest
fears of the participants were a feeling of helplessness
and fear of disease spreading (Meng et al., 2019). These
complications may affect the performance and quality
of care and even the decision of nurses to keep or leave
their job. Therefore, timely recognition and early inter-
ventions seem essential in this regard.

No studies have been focused on the severity of cy-
berchondria among nursing students in Iran. The present
study aimed to determine the extent of cyberchondria in
nursing students in one of the first provinces involved
with COVID-19 in Iran.

2. Materials and Methods

This research was a descriptive, cross-sectional study.
The samples were then nursing students of the Islamic
Azad University of the Lorestan Province. We chose this
province for selecting the sample because it was one of
the first areas in Iran where the Coronavirus was detect-
ed. All nursing students at different levels of education
could participate in the study. Questionnaire links were
sent to the nursing students, and 204 students completed
the survey. Notably, the questionnaire was available to
the students from October 2020 to April 2021.

The research instrument was the Cyberchondria Se-
verity Scale (CSS). In 2014, McLurry and Shulin used
the CSS to assess cyberchondria severity and determine
the extent of the problems caused by mental, emotional,
anxiety, and stress disorders in subjects with cyberchon-
dria. The scale consists of 33 items and five subscales
(McElroy, & Shevlin, 2014). The distribution of CSS
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items varies in different countries (e.g. items 28, 33, 35,
and 36), and the short version of the scale has 15 items
(CSS-15) (Barke et al., 2016; Bajcar, Babiak, & Olcho-
wska-Kotala, 2019; Selvi et al., 2018).

Several studies have investigated cyberchondria using
the CSS in different countries, including South Korea,
Taiwan, Japan, Singapore, Turkey, and Germany, con-
firming the validity and reliability of the scale. The latest
version of the CSS is a 15-item scale, which was used in
the present study. The questionnaire has five subscales
of compulsion, distress, excessiveness, reassurance, and
mistrust of medical professionals. Each question has five
options (no way, rarely, sometimes, frequently, and al-
ways), scoring from 0 to 4 except for mistrust of medi-
cal professional, which is scored from 4 to 0. The range
of scores for each subscale differs from 0 to 12. For the
first four subscales, the scores are interpreted as follows:
score O=not affected, score 1-6= moderately affected,
and score 7-12=severely affected. This order is reversed
for the mistrust of the medical professional subscale
Dagar, Kakodkar, & Shetiya, 2019). According to the
tool developer’s instructions, cyberchondria exists when
the obtained score is two standard deviations or more dif-
ferent from the average. In Iran, Nasiri et al. confirmed
the validity and reliability of the Persian version of the
CSS. The whole scale showed good internal consistency
(0=0.91) (Nasiri, 2015). In the present study, the Cron-
bach a coefficient for the whole scale was 0.83.

It is worthy of mention that the study objectives were
explained on the first page of the questionnaire. On the
second page, the informed consent form was provided,
and if approved, the students would be directed to the
questions page. Data analysis was performed in SPSS
version 18 using descriptive statistics and an indepen-
dent t-test to compare the scores of the male and female
students. The confidence interval is 95%, and the signifi-
cance level 0.05.

3. Results

Most of the students were male (n=105; 51.5%), and
aged less than 30 years (n=191; 93.6%). The majority
of the subjects (n=179; 87.7%) were undergraduates,
and 17.5% (n=35) had a history of chronic diseases and
did not visit a physician regularly due to the fear of CO-
VID-19 exposure (31.4%), and 25.7% chose self-medi-
cation (Table 1).

According to the obtained results, the Mean+SD score
of cyberchondria severity was 33.52+5.92. The results
indicate the severity of the disorder in the group under
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Table 1. Demographic characteristics of the students

Client-Centered Nursing Care

Characteristics No. (%)
Female 99(48.5)
Sex
Male 105(51.5)
Under 30 191(93.6)
Age (y)
30-40 13(6.4)
Yes 35(17.5)
History of chronic disease

No 169(82.5)

Fear of COVID-19 11(31.4)

The reason for not seeing a el e G 15(42.9)

doctor regularly

Self-medication 9(25.7)

study. In addition, the t-test results indicated that the
severity of cyberchondria did not differ significantly
between the male and female students P>0.05, while a
significant difference was observed in three subscales,
except for the distrust of health professionals subscale
(Table 2).

4. Discussion

Our research was the first study in Iran investigating
the severity of cyberchondria in nursing students during
the COVID-19 pandemic. The most important finding of
the current research was the high mean score of cyber-
chondria in the subjects, which indicated its severity in
the nursing students during the current pandemic.

In this study, the mean score of cyberchondria severity
was higher than the score reported in a German study, in
which the same 15-item shortened tool (CSS-15) was used

Client- Centered Nursing Care

(Barke et al., 2016). Therefore, it could be inferred that
the nursing students in the present study were at a higher
risk of cyberchondria compared to the mentioned research.

Although no significant difference was observed be-
tween the male and female students regarding the total
mean score of cyberchondria in the current research, a
significant difference was denoted in the scores of all the
subscales of CSS (compulsion, excessiveness, reassur-
ance, and distress), except for the distrust of health care
professional subscale. In other words, compared with
male students, the female students were less likely to cope
appropriately with the annoying health information they
had found on the Internet. According to a recent study on
junior medical students, CSS scores were not significantly
different between genders. Still, there were slight but sig-
nificant differences in online behavior between male and
female students (Aulia et al., 2020). Our findings in this

Table 2. Results of the independent t-test comparing mean cyberchondria severity scale between male and female students

CCS Scores, Total and Sub-

t-test for Equality of Means

scales

t df Sig. (2-Tailed) Mean Difference
Total -0.374 202 0.709 -0.31140
Compulsion -3.903 202 0.000 -0.90592
Excessiveness -2.717 202 0.007 -0.67388
Distrust of health professionals -1.815 202 0.071 -0.54401
Reassurance 2931 202 0.004 0.76710
Distress 3.995 202 0.000 1.04531
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regard are also inconsistent with the study by Bati et al.
(2018). These differences could be related to the socio-
cultural differences in Iran and the studied countries. To
the best of our knowledge, this research was the first
study regarding cyberchondria in Iranian nursing stu-
dents; thus, a complete comparison cannot be made with
other studies. The findings suggest that nursing students
may be prone to high anxiety levels and develop some
symptoms following cyberchondria behaviors, thereby
resorting to self-medication instead of seeking medical
help if they become ill.

5. Conclusion

The nursing students in our study suffered from a rela-
tively high level of cyberchondria, and female students
were less likely to cope properly with the annoying
health information they had found on the Internet. There-
fore, psychological counseling is highly recommended
for this high-risk group of healthcare providers.

One of the limitations of our study was using a self-
report questionnaire, and the accuracy of the findings
largely depended on the participants’ responses. Our re-
sults could lay the groundwork for similar investigations
in other academic centers.
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