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Introduction
The ever-increasing use of digital tools and 
applications has supported a number of health 

1
information needs.  The Internet is now the most 
popular source of online health information, and it is 
so due to its accessibility, interactive nature, and 

2immediacy.   Digital health literacy can be defined as 
the ability to acquire, understand, evaluate, and use 
digital health information to make informed 
decisions and has become increasingly important to 
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ABSTRACT
Objective: To investigate health-related internet search and its influence on the behaviors of those seeking 
Professional Health care.
Study Design: A cross-sectional study.
Place and Duration of Study: The study was conducted at the Department of Psychiatry, Combined Military 
Hospital (CMH), Abbottabad, Pakistan, over a period of six months, from January 2024 to July 2024.
Methods: A total of 356 participants were recruited through convenience non-probability sampling. Inpatients 
aged 18–50 years were included, while those with psychiatric or chronic medical/surgical illnesses were 
excluded. Data were collected using a structured, pre-adapted questionnaire. Descriptive statistics were 
calculated, and associations were examined using Chi-Square tests with odds ratios (95% CI). A P-value <0.05 
was considered statistically significant.
Results: Among 356 participants, 46.1% reported performing health-related internet searches. Psychological 
reactions varied, with 34.6% experiencing, reassurance, or support and 37.6% reporting fear or anxiety. Anxiety 
(OR = 3.14) and reassurance (OR = 15.78) were substantially more common among internet searchers, 
suggesting a dual psychological influence. Searchers frequently had positive behavioral objectives, such as 
changing their smoking or substance usage (50.6%), increasing their physical activity (81.1%), and improving 
their nutrition (77.4%). They showed more involvement with healthcare services by asking doctors more 
questions (OR = 1.76) and requesting referrals or extra investigations (OR = 8.11) than non-searchers. 
Self-medication (51.1%) and stopping scheduled tests or drugs (57.3%) were two potentially dangerous 
practices that were also noted. In general, both positive and negative behavioral reactions were linked to online 
searches.
Conclusion: Online health information searching can have a twofold effect: promoting positive lifestyle 
intentions and augmenting concern and unsafe self-management. Increased digital health literacy can help 
maximize the benefits and mitigate risks.
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both the general population and health 
3

professionals.  
The social media environment is changing and has 
transformed how health professionals and the 
general population seek, use, and share health 

4
information.  The accessibility of reliable and 
credible health-related information over the web 
can substantially impact health -related behavior as 

5well as outcomes.
At the same time, health information search results 
on the internet can be misleading, especially for 
vulnerable populations. Advice that does not match 
the established medical guidelines or is 
misunderstood by patients may result in 
mis interpretat ion,  confus ion,  and other  

6
consequences.  Some patients cannot understand 
the results  of  d iagnosis  and treatment  
recommendations due to a lack of disease 
knowledge and communication barriers between 

7
patients and doctors.  
Numerous factors affecting the patient's attitudes 
and their involvement in healthcare have been 

8explored in the literature.   A cross-sectional survey 
of 993 adults in Vietnam found that the popularity of 
mass media sources, such as the internet, for 
receiving health information, compared with other 
sources, was associated with increased use of 

9
healthcare.  
However, one of the studies also found a negative 
impact of seeking health information online on the 
utilization of medical services.  The use of mobile 
internet had a significant negative impact on an 
individual's inclination to use primary healthcare 

10
services.
On the negative side, there is cyberchondria, which 
experts describe as excessive, anxiety-producing 
health research, which is directly connected to 
h e i g h t e n e d  h e a l t h  a n x i e t y  a n d  o t h e r  

11psychopathology, as per meta-analysis results.  
Nonetheless, there are certain qualitative and 
empirical studies that suggest searching for health 

12
information on the internet can be reassuring.
Further, age-specific case reports have shown that 
anxiety in older individuals may be provoked by the 
use of Google to search for health symptoms and can 
be incorporated into cognitive-behavioral therapy 

13practices.  In a cross-sectional study, web-based 
searches of acute symptoms were correlated with 

both feelings of empowerment and undesired self-
14treatment or avoidance of formal care.

Previous research indicates that digital health 
literacy boosts well-being, lowers anxiety, and 
improves health behaviors in both rural and general 
populations. Additionally, it is associated with 
increased participation in digital health initiatives. 
Online medical data may directly impact clinical 
decision-making, although most evidence comes 
from non-clinical or general populations rather than 
from patients actively seeking medical attention. 
Furthermore, the majority of current research does 
not look at both positive (such as empowerment and 
lifestyle modification) and negative (like anxiety or 
self-medication) outcomes in the same cohort.
Considering such mixed and contradictory results, 
there is an urgent need to investigate the effects of 
health-related internet searches on the behaviors of 
individuals seeking professional healthcare. We can 
learn more about how online searching actually 
impacts real-life health decisions and patient 
pathways by analyzing their psychological responses, 
lifestyle changes, self-medication routines, and 
healthcare utilization in a diverse group of people. 
Our research was framed in a question that 
individuals who engage in health-related internet 
searching are more likely to experience both positive 
and negative psychological responses and 
demonstrate distinct behavioral and healthcare-
seeking patterns compared to non-searchers.

Methods 
The cross-sectional study was conducted at the 
Department of Psychiatry, Combined Military 
Hospital (CMH), Abbottabad, Pakistan, over a period 
of six months, from January 2024 to July 2024. After 
taking approval from the Ethical Review Committee 
of the Hospital, vide certificate serial no: 

nd
IERC/PSY/2024/05, dated 2  December 2023.  We 
recruited 356 participants, and the sample size was 
estimated based on the reported percentage 
(expected proportion) in the literature of online 

15
health-seeking information, 63.66 %.  The WHO 
calculator was used to calculate the sample size, 
taking a 95% confidence level and a 5% margin of 
error. 
Data were collected using a non-probability 
consecutive sampling technique. Patients aged 
between 18 and 50 years who reported to the 
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general medical reception were included. Exclusions 
were made of patients who had a past or current 
history of psychiatric or chronic medical/surgical 
conditions. Demographic variables such as age, 
gender, level of education, as well as frequency of 
internet use and frequency of searches on the 
internet for health-related information were 
recorded after informed consent; a proforma was 
signed.
A structured questionnaire was used to collect the 
data, a version of which was provided by the authors 
of published tools and was adapted to the research's 

16purpose and subject.  The instrument also obtained 
sociodemographic data, trends in internet use in 
regard to health, feelings on receiving online health 
information, and behaviors that follow. The 
operational definition of health-related internet 
search was defined as the search for symptoms or 
d i s e a s e s ,  t r e a t m e n t s ,  d r u g s ,  l i f e s t y l e  
recommendations, or other diagnostic details online 
in the last 12 months.
Anxiety or fear refers to feelings of worry, stress, or 
perceived threat triggered by online information. 
Support or relief indicated feelings of reassurance or 
comfort gained from such searches. Diet change, 
habit change, and increased physical activity were 
defined as self-reported intentions or actions to 
modify lifestyle, influenced by online health content. 
Asking doctors questions or referrals was defined as 
raising additional concerns, seeking clarifications, or 
requesting screening tests based on information 
found online. Self-medication refers to taking or 
modifying medicines without professional 
consultation, while resignation from planned tests or 
medicines indicates cancellation, postponement, or 
discontinuation of recommended care.
All complete questionnaires were checked for 
completeness and entered into IBM SPSS Statistics 
(Version 26) for analysis. Descriptive statistics, 
including means, standard deviations, ranges, and 
frequencies, were calculated to summarize 
participant characteristics and response patterns. 
Associations between health-related internet 
searching and behavioral or emotional outcomes 
were examined using Chi-Square tests. For each 2×2 
comparison, odds ratios (ORs) with 95% confidence 
intervals (CIs) were computed to assess the effect 
size and direction. Multivariate binary logistic 

regression was used to identify predictors of health-
related internet searching, and results were 
reported as odds ratios (ORs), adjusted odds ratios 
(AORs), 95% confidence intervals, and P-values. A P-
value ≤0.05 was considered statistically significant. A 
P-value <0.05 was considered statistically significant. 

Results 
A total of 356 participants were included in the 
analysis. The mean age of respondents was 31.87 ± 
14.18 years, ranging from 18 to 75 years, indicating 
participation from both young and older adults. 
Most respondents were female (60.7%), and nearly 
one-third had undergraduate education (36.8%), 
followed by middle (27.2%), primary (17.1%), and 
graduate-level qualifications (18.8%). Almost half of 
the participants (46.1%) reported performing 
health-related internet searches, showing 
substantial engagement with online health 
information, Table 1.
Psychological responses showed that 37.6% of 
participants felt anxious or fearful after searching for 
health information, while 34.6% reported a sense of 
support or relief. Behavioral changes were also 
common: 60.4% expressed a desire to change their 
diet, 40.2% wanted to modify other habits 
(smoking/subs use reduction), and 73% reported an 
increase in physical activity. Regarding interactions 
with the health system, 35.1% asked their doctor 
more questions, while 11.2% requested referrals or 
additional screening tests. Concerning medication 
behavior, 51.1% reported taking or changing 
medication without doctor consultation, and 57.3% 
resigned from planned tests or medicines. About 
59.3% made a doctor's appointment, and 44.4% 
reported canceling one.
Chi-Square analyses demonstrated several 
significant associations between health-related 
internet searching and subsequent psychological 
and behavioral outcomes. Participants who 
searched the internet for health information were 
significantly more likely to experience anxiety or fear 
(51.8% vs. 25.5%, P < 0.001; OR = 3.14), indicating 
that searching can intensify worry. Conversely, 
searchers were also substantially more likely to feel 
supported or relieved (63.4% vs. 9.9%, P < 0.001; OR 
= 15.78), showing that online information can 
simultaneously provide reassurance, Table 2.
Health-related searching strongly predicted 
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behavioral intentions. Searchers had markedly 
higher odds of wanting to change their diet (77.4% 
vs. 45.8%, P < 0.001; OR = 4.06) and modestly higher 
intentions to change other habits (50.6% vs. 31.2%, P 
< 0.001; OR = 2.25). They were also more likely to 
report increasing physical activity (81.1% vs. 66.1%, P 
= 0.002; OR = 2.20).
Searchers demonstrated significantly higher 
engagement with professional healthcare: they were 
more likely to ask doctors more questions (42.1% vs. 
29.2%, P = 0.011; OR = 1.76) and far more likely to 
request referrals or additional screening tests (20.7% 
vs. 3.1%, P < 0.001; OR = 8.11). This suggests that 
online information may increase the perceived need 
for further diagnostic evaluation.
Health-related searchers also showed greater odds 
of taking or changing medication without consulting 
a doctor (62.2% vs. 41.7%, P < 0.001; OR = 2.30), as 
well as resigning from planned tests or medications 
(70.7% vs. 45.8%, P < 0.001; OR = 2.86), indicating 

potential risky decision-making driven by online 
information. However, internet searching did not 
significantly influence making an appointment (P = 
0.141), although canceling an appointment showed 
a modest but significant association (51.8% vs. 
38.0%, P = 0.009; OR = 1.75), Table 3. Binary logistic 
regression analysis demonstrated that several 
behavioral and psychological factors were 
significantly associated with health-related internet 
searching. In the final adjusted model, feeling of 
s u p p o r t  o r  re l i e f  ( AO R = 5 0 . 5 0 ,  9 5 %  C I :  
20.36–125.23), asking for referral/additional 
screening tests (AOR=11.37, 95% CI: 3.56–36.32), 
desire to change other habits (AOR=7.31, 95% CI: 
3.48–15.35), feeling anxious or fear (AOR=6.05, 95% 
CI: 2.86–12.79), desire to change diet (AOR=3.92, 
95% CI: 1.87–8.21), and taking/changing medication 
without consultation (AOR=2.67, 95% CI: 1.41–5.06) 
remained statistically significant predictors, (Table 
4).

Internet Health Searches and Patient BehaviorLife & Science 2026 Vol. 7, No. 3

398



Internet Health Searches and Patient BehaviorLife & Science 2026 Vol. 7, No. 3

399



Discussion
Repetitive internet searches that lead to escalation 

17
of health concern are termed cyberchondria.  Such 
an activity has been associated with inaccurate self-
diagnosis and incorrect self-care or medication use, 
which may pose a risk to patient health. Wrong self-
diagnosis, lack of medical professional help where 
necessary, uncommon and serious side effects, 
unsafe drug interactions, improper administration 
routes, wrong dosage, inappropriate treatment 
choice, and the risk of addiction and abuse of a drug 

18are all risks.
Our study showed that 46.1% of the survey 
respondents were searching the internet to find 
health-related information, which is in line with 

previous studies, indicating a significant percentage 
of the population searched with the aim of finding 
information regarding symptoms and health 

19advice.   Compared to non-searchers, however, 
searchers were far more likely to be supported 
(63.4% vs. 9.9%; OR = 15.78; P < 0.001), but also far 
more likely to report anxiety or fear (51.8% vs. 25.5%; 
OR = 3.14; P < 0.001).  The concept reflects this dual 
effect, in which the pursuit of health-related 
information is associated with increased health-

11
related worry, as in cyberchondria.  
Recent studies conducted by Peng RX et al. show that 
individuals who engage in online searches tend to 
develop more health concerns and pursue additional 
medical consultations in a bid to have the impression 
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20that they are better protected.  In a systematic 
review, 16 studies (4,920 people) were reviewed that 
indicated online searching of health information is 

21
correlated with anxiety.  Nevertheless, qualitative 
and mixed-methods studies suggest that online self-
diagnosis may give patients a sense of control or 

12reassurance.   
In our study, a striking proportion stated their 
intentions to change behavior: 60.4% reported that 
they wanted to change their diet, 40.2% indicated 
that they wanted to change their drinking and 
smoking habits, and 73% indicated that they wanted 
to change their physical activity.  Online searching 
was significantly linked with the intentions to change 
diet (77.4% vs. 45.8%; OR = 4.06; P < 0.001), change 
other habits (50.6% vs. 31.2%; OR = 2.25; P = 0.002), 
and engage in more physical activity (81.1% vs. 
66.1%; OR = 2.20; P = 0.002).  Previous studies agree 
with this trend. A recent review of 29 studies found 
that online health websites are associated with 
substantial improvement in physical exercise, self-

22
efficacy, and quality of life.  Similarly, in another 
study, 47% of 847 diabetics reported that they had 
altered their lifestyles due to searching for health 
information online.  The probability of making the 
adjustments was increased over two times when this 

23information was communicated to a physician.  A 
Taiwanese study found that middle-aged and older 
patients who were using the Internet tended to have 

24
increased physical activity and a healthier diet.
Also, we found that interaction with the healthcare 
system was associated with internet searching: the 
probability of both searchers asking more questions 
(OR = 1.76; P = 0.011) and asking their doctor more 
questions (OR = 8.11; P < 0.001) increased.  This is in 
agreement with the data of a systematic review, 
which demonstrates that online searches of health 
information often lead to more engaged, curious 
patients, which can alter the dynamic of 

6
consultation.
Moreover, the findings by Van Riel N et al. have 
shown that users of Dr. Google tended to argue 
about the symptoms and possible testing during the 

19
consultation.  A US study shows that online searches 
can promote hospital visits and reduce perceived 
quality of treatment due to the lack of personal 

25contact required with the patient.  Another Chinese 
study found that online searchers had significantly 

26
more outpatient visits than non-seekers.
Along with these positive practices, there are some 
alarming trends as per our research, which found 
that 57.3% had stopped taking planned medication 
or tests and over half (51.1%) had taken or changed 
medication without first consulting a professional; 
searchers (OR = 2.30; P < 0.001) were more likely to 
do so than other groups (OR = 2.86; P < 0.001).  
Similar findings are reported by studies by Aoun L et 
al., who found that individuals seeking information 
about acute symptoms online sometimes prefer self-

14management or delay seeking care.  The same 
qualitative research has consequences that show 
internet searches have the propensity to decrease 
patient confidence in the physician and lead to 
independent treatment decisions without 

12
oversight.  The findings of another Chinese study 
revealed that people's use of primary care facilities 
was adversely affected by mobile Internet use, and 
that mobile Internet use also heavily promoted self-

10
medication.
Finally, common mental health trends might be 
indicated through collective psychological and 
behavioral effects of online health seeking.  A wide 
range of anxiety, sadness, and obsessive-compulsive 
symptoms has been implicated in cyberchondria, 
and the beliefs of reassurance vs concern may vary 
with the individual circumstances and the 

17,27antecedent beliefs of the patient.
There are some limitations with our study. It is cross-
sectional, so we cannot tell whether online searches 
are actually causing anxiety, behavior change, and 
healthcare choices, or whether those who are 
predisposed to the said behaviors are simply more 
likely to have searched.  None of the data was self-
reported, and thus, memory or personal bias could 
have played a role in the responses. The sample 
cannot be representative of all the people, 
particularly those lacking access to the internet or 
varying linguistic skills, or those with underlying 
medical issues that can influence behavior.

Conclusion
Health-related Internet search is significantly 
associated with the development of emotional 
responses and health-seeking behavior. Searchers 
were more anxious and more reassured, and had 
more intentions of changing diet, habits, and 
physical activity. Online search was associated with 
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increased patient interactions, including questions 
asked and requests for referrals; however, it was also 
associated with risk-prone behaviors, such as self-
medication and discontinuation of scheduled tests. 
Altogether, the impact of internet searching on the 
decision-making process is significant and 
multifaceted, which is why it is necessary to enhance 
digital health literacy and refer to reliable sources of 
information online.
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