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ABSTRACT

Health Information Seeking Behaviour (HISB) refers to the ways in which
individuals seek information about their health, risks, illnesses, and
health-protective behaviours. According to a survey, the most common
topics of search included fitness and exercise, diet and nutrition, stress
and anxiety, sexually transmitted diseases, puberty, depression and other
mental health issues and sleep. The growth in the digital landscape and
increase in health information has introduced a new trend among the
young adults—seeking information from internet.

Health Belief Model is one of the most important models in studying
influences on health beliefs on both individuals and society.

This is a study to identify media consumption patterns of young adults
pertaining to health - the main areas of search, the platforms that are
most commonly accessed, application of the information gathered
and their existing health related values, attitudes and beliefs. Through
a survey the study points out that although respondents are satisfied
with health information consumed online, most of them however,
do not find a positive change in health-related values and beliefs by
consuming health information on media. There is a need for strong
communication on health aspects.

KeYWOFdS: Health Information Search Behaviour, Media Access
and Consumption, Application of Health Related Information, Health
Related Values and Beliefs, Young Adults

Introduction

where unmet health needs and health disparities are high.

An adult is a person older than 19 years of age unless
national law defines a person as being an adult at an earlier
age.!Cambridge dictionary define a Young adult is a person
who is in his or her late teenage years or early twenties.
The Society for Adolescent Health and Medicine defines
young adulthood as including the age range 18-25 years.

Young adulthood is a unique and critical time of development

Purposeful prevention and intervention strategies should
be developed, researched, and implemented during this
time to improve health and well-being of young adults.

These young adults have grown up in an electronics-filled
and increasingly online and socially-networked world. The
internet is sought to learn about a health concerns - curative
and preventive. The growth in the digital landscape and
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increase in health information has introduced a new trend
among the young adults.

Currently, Health Information Seeking Behavior (HISB) is
broadly viewed as the ways by which individuals obtain
information about health, illness, health promotion and
risks to health.! Common sources of information include
parents, friends, media.?Mass media plays a central role in
people’s lives. Its importance is evident in the amount of
time people spend watching television, surfing the World
Wide Web, listening to music, and reading newspapers and
magazines. The delivery of information through mass media
is instant and available around the clock. The media can be
used as the primary change agent or as a means to support
other education and clinical services. The role of media
may be identified as: (a) media as educator, (b) media as
supporter, (c) media as program promoter, and (d) media as
supplement.?According to findings from a national survey
alarge number of teenagers use the Internet and consider
it as a key source for information about health.* Although
teens do trust and consider their parents, school health
classes and health care providers as their most common
sources for information about health, the study showed
that 84% had gone online to find health information. These
teens are interested in varied topics related to health and
according to the survey, the most common topics were
fitness and exercise, diet and nutrition, stress and anxiety,
sexually transmitted diseases, puberty, depression and
other mental health issues, and sleep.

The Internet offers widespread access to health information,
with the advantages of interactivity, information modifying,
and anonymity. It enables individuals to control their own
care, choose health providers, and feel empowered. It also
helps in improving the interactions between patients with
the health professionals. Internet use for health information
might improve individual’s belief that what they are finding
might be having an impact on their health.

Hence this study aims to identify media consumption
patterns of young adults pertaining to health—the main
areas of search, the platforms that are most commonly
accessed, application of the information gathered and
their existing health related values, attitudes and beliefs.

Obijectives
This study specifically aims to:

¢ |dentify media consumption patterns of young adults
pertaining to health.

¢ The main areas of search pertaining to health.

e Thevarious platforms that are most commonly accessed
for health information.

e The existing health related values and beliefs.

e Application of the health information consumed.
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Methodology
Study Design

Exploratory study. Survey methodology was used to study
the health information seeking behaviour, diet and fitness
as variables, among young adults only.

The unit of study was a young adult in the age group 18-21
years in the city of Chennai.

Study Duration

Questionnaire was posted on google forms was open
for seven days in the mid of January 2020.

Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

The study focused only on health information search
behaviour and media used for information on general
health, diet and fitness.Other health issues/concerns and
media/communication effects were excluded from the
study design.

Statistical Tool Used

Descriptive statistics involving frequency tabulation was
used for the analysis.

Pie charts and bar graphs were used to project the data.
Ethical Approval

e Not requiredDuring data collection, respondents
willingly participated in the survey.

e Confidentiality of information obtained is ensured by
using it for academic purposes only.

e Care was taken to avoid plagiarism.

The methodology for the study was survey with the online
guestionnaire as a tool. The unit of study or respondent is
any young adult in the age group 18-21 years. The survey
was conducted among 127 young adults in Chennai city
who have an access to and are users of the Internet either
with the computer or the smart phone. Sampling technique
used is non-random.

Ethical Consideration

The respondents willingly participated in the survey.
Confidentiality of information obtained was ensured.
Personal identifiers not to be published.

Result

127 responses were got for the study for which an online
guestionnaire was used. A non-probability sampling was
used to reach the respondents. They were approached on
WhatsApp groups and asked to click on the link given and
fill the form. Since only girls were sent the link, they were
asked to pass on the link to at least one male in the given
age group, so the study would include male respondents
as well (Figure 1).
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Figure 1(A).Respondent profile. Male and Female
respondents
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Figure 1(C).Education of the respondent

e Vil e ———— ) 5%
Mental Well being 80 (63%)
Emotional Well being | 57 (52.8%)
Al together -3 (2.4%)

All of the above 2 (1.6%)
All the above i 2 (1.6%)

1(0.8%)
All the three is important)l—1 (0.8%)
1(0.8%)
Emotional §—1 (0.8%)
1(0.8%)
All if the above! 1 (0.8%)
Health For me Means To iveal | (* i)
Peaceful 1(08%)
< §-1(0.8%)
All of the above i1 (0.8%)
Physical and mental well being }—1 (0.8%)
[Every thing mentioned above i1 (0.8%)
Hhhhhnji—1 (0.8%)
Well being in all the aspects i1 (0.8%)
0 20 40 60 20 100

N=127
Figure 2.Dimensions of health according to
the respondent

Considering that most respondents were in the age
group 17-19, it is no surprise that physical wellbeing (85
respondents) and mental wellbeing (80%) were considered
two important aspects of health by more than 60% of the
respondents. Emotional wellbeing was also considered
important by 52% of the respondents (Figure 2).
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Figure 3.Access of health information in media

About 29 of them do not seek information on health (Figure
3).
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Figure 4.Media used to consume health information
The growth in the digital landscape and increase in health
information has introduced a new trend among the young
adults—seek information from internet. It is no surprise then,
that a large number (105) of the respondents consumed
health-related information from the internet. It is also
interesting that mobile apps were used for such information
by more respondents (37%) than those who consumed
health information from newspapers and television (Figure
4).
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Figure 5.Health information sought for
general health and fitness

The most popular type of information sought regarding
general health and fitness were easy exercise (54.3%)
and weight loss (48%). Easing depression and anxiety
is next, followed by medication tips. The credibility of
such information available on the internet should be an
important area of concern (Figure 5).
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Figure 6.Reason for seeking/ consuming health
information online

Most of the respondents went online for health information
to research for specific information. Interestingly, the
gratification goes beyond being informed. 20.5% consumed
health information to express oneself and create an identity
(Figure 6).
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Figure 7.Use of mobile health apps for health
information seeking regarding diet
Most of the respondents did not use any health-related
apps. Apps still have a long way to go as preferred media
for health information seeking (Figure 7).
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Figure 8.Online health information platforms
accessed/consumed by the respondent
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Figure 9. Respondent satisfaction with the health
information accessed/consumed
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The google search engine was found to be the most popular
way of finding sites related to health indicating that no one
site or platform could be identified as a preferred site for
health information (Figure 8). The popularity of social media
is another cause for concern, unless they follow known
experts. Blogs on health and health-related websites are
also accessed online.
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N=127
Figure 10. Agreement with the statement that health
information has influenced the respondent’s values

and beliefs regarding health in a positive way
More than 50 respondents were extremely satisfied and
60 of them were satisfied with health information they
got on the internet. With internet being inundated with
information on various fields including health, it isimportant
to be able to identify credible and authentic sources. Itis no
surprise that more than 60 respondents each were satisfied
with the heath information provided in newspaper and the
magazine, generally known for credibility. The Internet gains
a combined satisfaction level of more than 110 respondents.
Very few wer dissatisfied with the Internet (Figure 9).

Positive changes in health attitudes and beliefs due to health
information consumption in media are not acknowledged
by most respondents. 48% neither agree nor disagree that
health information has influenced their values and beliefs
regarding health in a positive way. The number of those
who disagree and strongly disagree (26.8% and 19.7%
respectively) far outnumber those who agree and strongly
agree (5.3% together) (Figure 10).
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Figure 11. Application of health information/
instruction consumed
Alarge number (65.4%) acknowledged that they did follow
instructions sometimes, and 7.9% always. 22.8% rarely
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followed health information gained through media. While
media may not have changed attitudes and beliefs regarding
health positively for most, behavioral response in terms of
application is quite high (Figure 11).
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Figure 12. Areas of health information accessed that
is applied by respondent
Among those who had behavioural response, much of the
information applied was that of physical wellbeing (52%),
followed by mental and emotional wellbeing (29.1% and
13.4%, respectively) (Figure 12).

Discussion

The Internet revolution has primarily bridged two opposing
theories: while its ubiquitous presence that has dramatically
changed the way we communicate supports the main tenets
of the technological determinism theory, the unprecedented
way in which people have accepted the new media
technology and made it their own is an unquestionable
evidence of social shaping of technology. Indeed the
very information owes its origin to this acceptance of a
new technology and the versatile ways in which people
use it. Studies have shown that the Internet is the most
preferred source for health information seeking among
young adults today. The study also supports the research
findings. The advantages of accessing health information
on the Internet are manifold as it is possible to overcome
spatial and temporal barriers by allowing individuals to
obtain information 24/7. Other positive aspects are the
possibility to exchange experiences and express opinions
in an anonymous setting without feeling judged, and the
opportunity to find social support from virtual communities.

With a plethora of medical information, individuals take
a more active role in managing their personal health, it
is essential for scholars to better understand the general
public’s information-seeking behaviour.® This is evident
from the study.

The researcher found Flora et al.® observe that the media
seem to hold the potential for profound influences on health
at many levels of audience organization. However, the
media constitutes only one set of intervention strategies.
The impact of media, both mass and narrowcast media,
can be intensified and extended when combined with other

forms of intervention.

Bou-Karroum et al. suggest that media interventions may
have a positive impact when used as accountability tool
leading to prioritizing and initiating policy discussions,
increase policymakers’ awareness, influence policy
formulation, as awareness tools leading to policy adoption.’

Renganathan L, Ray S, Nagpal D in their study pointed
out that the relationship between Doctors and Patients
was changing due to increased use of Internet as a health
information resource. They propose that the doctors should
also be Internet savvy and should be aware of sources of
information and thus build confidence in todays Patients,
paving healthy relationships.®

Bakar surveyed information seeking behaviors of rural
women in Malaysia. The purpose of this study was to
identify the women’s information needs, determine the
information sources used by rural women in a village
of the District of 7 Gombak, in the State of Selangor, to
determine their information seeking behaviors and identify
any access barriers to those sources of information. He
concluded that the women depend mostly on mass media
such as newspapers, magazines, television and radio for
information on health. It is most likely that they choose
the popular magazines which have some sections on health
information. At least 10% recorded the use of Internet for
accessing health information and most of the housewives
use the relevant websites or homepages to get the needed
information. Women also consulted other sources such as
family and friends.®

The researcher found that mobile apps were far behing
print and google search engine as the preferred source
of healthcare information. In the study, Media Use for
Health Information Dissemination to Rural Communities
by Ghana Health Service, Philippa Pascalina observed that
while Print was the primary medium, mobile technology for
community health could be effective and recommend that
exploring potential mechanism for monitoring quality health
communication using new media is an area of research.?

In a study Anand et al highlight how social networking
provides cost-effective platforms to communicate with
large population.!

Another study emphasises the emergence of social media
as a new dimension to communication—encompassing all
aspects of human endeavour and highlight the strategies
that could enhance the value of social media for behaviour
change communication.*? \Hence the current context social
media becomes an important tool of dissemination of
health messages.

Thus the literature reviewed supports the findings of the
current study.
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Conclusion

Several theories and perspectives uncovered the
multidimensional nature of the audience, their expectations
from the media, how they used it and what satisfaction
they got from this use. Competition among media for a
share of the audience resulted in a greater impetus on
audience research.

Hence from the study it is evident that:

e Media consumption patterns of young adults pertaining
to health are primarily dependent on Internet.

e The main areas of search pertaining to health are
related to health fitness specifically physical health.

e The various platforms that are most commonly
accessed for health information are Google, Blogs
and social media.

¢ The existing health related values and beliefs are
affected by the online media.

Application of the health information consumed.

Social influence, social comparison, and convergence
theories proposed by social scientists specify that one’s
perception and behaviour are influenced by the perceptions
and behaviours of the members of groups to which one
belongs. Peer group influences and social influences such
as those presented through television and radio can affect
the process of change and eventual conversion of behaviour.

While authenticity of health information online is a cause
for concern, a large number of respondents are satisfied
with health information consumed online. Most of them
however, do not find a positive change in health-related
values and beliefs by consuming health information on
media in general. It is also interesting to note that more
than 50% do follow the health instructions/information
consumed by them. This points out to two important
factors: one, a need for stronger, persuasive messages in
the media regarding the importance of having high health
related values and beliefs; and two, the role that other
communication modes- interpersonal communication
especially with health experts, and family communication
is all the more important in this area.

Limitations of the Study

Respondents are predominantly females in the age group
17 to 19 years. More pilot studies need to be done to study
male respondents and higher age groups also.
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