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ABSTRACT Objective: To reveal the role of social media as an in-
formation source during coronavirus disease-2019 (COVID-19) pan-
demic. Material and Methods: The present study is planned as a
cross-sectional, multi-center survey study starting from the first week
of COVID-19 pandemic. A custom-made survey was prepared, elici-
ting participants’ demographic data, preferred source of the informa-
tion about COVID-19 disease, and their preference for usual social
media platforms and the type of posts. The survey also aimed to deter-
mine how the use of social media changed the daily behavior of parti-
cipants. Results: In total, 107 women, 105 men with a mean age of
33.3+10.3 were included in the study. Social media, television, and web
sites were the most preferred sources of information about COVID-19
(76.4%, 54.7%, and 53.3% respectively). Before the pandemic era, par-
ticipants used social media as an information tool for COVID-19 an
average of 2.6 times a week, increasing to 7.8 times during the pande-
mic (p<0.001). The average screen time in social media searches for
COVID-19 increased from 22 minutes to 117 minutes after the onset of
the pandemic (p<0.001). The most frequently accessed social media
posts were videos from doctors specialized in the pandemic, and the
experience of COVID-19 survivors (61.8% and 38.2%, respectively).
Conclusion: The present study has demonstrated that social media was
the most preferable source to get information about COVID-19 pande-
mic. While the video shares were the most watched contents, the par-
ticipants expressed that they wanted to watch the videos coming from
the doctors the most.
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OZET Amac: Calismanin amaci, koronaviriis hastaligi-2019 [coron-
avirus disease-2019 (COVID-19)] salgin1 sirasinda sosyal medyanin,
katilimcilarin bilgi kaynag: olarak roliinii ortaya koymaktir. Gereg ve
Yontemler: Bu ¢alisma, COVID-19 salgminin ilk haftasindan baslayarak
kesitsel, ¢ok-merkezli bir anket calismasi olarak planlanmistir.
Katilimeilarin demografik verileri, COVID-19 hakkinda bilgi kaynag:
tercihleri, sosyal medya platformlari kullanim aliskanliklart ve hangi tiir
yayinlart tercih ettiklerinin degerlendirilmesi ig¢in 6zel bir anket
hazirlandi. Anket ile ayrica sosyal medya kullanimimin, katilimeilarin
glinliik davranislarmi nasil degistirdigini belirlemek amaglandi. Bulgu-
lar: Ortalama yaslari 33,3+10,3 olan 107 kadin ve 105 erkek ¢alismaya
dahil edildi. Sosyal medya, televizyon ve internet siteleri, COVID-19
hakkinda en ¢ok tercih edilen bilgi kaynaklartydi (sirasiyla %76,4; %54,7
ve %53,3). Pandemi doneminden once katilimcilar, sosyal medyay:
COVID-19 hakkinda bilgi almak i¢in haftada ortalama 2,6 kez kullan-
makta olup, pandemi sirasinda ise bu say1 artarak 7,8’¢ yiikselmistir
(p<0,001). Ayn1 dogrultuda, sosyal medyada COVID-19 nedeni ile gegir-
ilen siirenin, pandeminin baglangicindan itibaren 22 dk’dan 117 dk’ya
yiikseldi gézlemlendi (p<0,001). En sik erisilen sosyal medya yayinlari,
pandemi konusunda uzmanlagmis doktorlarin videolart ve COVID-19
magdurlarinin deneyimi olarak goriildi (sirasiyla %61,8 ve %38,2).
Sonug¢: Bu ¢aligma, COVID-19 salgini hakkinda bilgi almak igin sosyal
medyanin en ¢ok tercih edilen kaynak oldugunu gostermistir. Video
paylasimlari, en ¢ok izlenen igerik goriilmekte iken, doktorlardan gelen
videolarm en ¢ok izlemek istenilen igerik oldugu tespit edilmistir.

Anahtar Kelimeler Koronaviriis; COVID-19; kaynak kilavuzu;
pandemi; sosyal medya

The coronavirus disease-2019 (COVID-19) out-
break was first diagnosed in of late December 2019 in
Wuhan, in China’s Hubei province.! After four
months, CoV infection spread to 6 continents and 205
countries, infecting almost seven million, and killing
more than 400,000.> As a result of the pandemic,

causing the closure of borders, social isolation, and
the overwhelming of health systems, people began to
search for different ways to access reliable informa-
tion about how to protect themselves from this disas-
ter, including government announcements, hospitals,
private doctors, and social media.
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Social media is one of the most frequently used
sources of information due to its potential for quick,
low cost, and easy access. Sorice at al. conducted a
study about the influence of social media with 100 pa-
tients in plastic surgery center, finding that social
media is a useful tool for patient consultation because
it optimizes patients’ expectations, and facilitates com-
pliance with treatment.’ Abuhadra and Nazha reviewed
studies about social media’s effect on myelodysplas-
tic syndrome, noting improvements in patient educa-
tion, communication between different health
institutions and contacts within the health industry.*

Although previous research investigated the ef-
fect of social media on different medical situations,
no study focused on the role of social media on soci-
ety’s search for information during COVID-19 pan-
demic yet. In the present study, we aimed to reveal
the role of social media as an information source dur-
ing COVID-19 pandemic.

I MATERIAL AND METHODS

STUDY DESIGN

The study protocol was approved by Haseki Training
and Research Hospital Ethical Committee (2020-
134.16.3.20) and done in accordance with the
Helsinki Declaration principles. This study is planned
as a cross-sectional, multi-center (Haseki Research
and Training Hospital, Esenler Maternity and Chil-
drens’ Hospital) survey study starting from the first
week of COVID-19 pandemic, between the period of
march 15" and March 29", Participants were volun-
teers recruited from adult patients who applied to hos-
pitals and showed no evidence of COVID-19 disease.
Participants who were not literate, had low cognitive
functions or did not consent to participate in the study
were excluded. Power analysis revealed that 212 par-
ticipants were required to achieve a power of 0.95 in
a test based on 0=0.05. A custom-made survey was
prepared, eliciting participants’ demographic data,
preferred source of the information about COVID-19
disease, and their preference for usual social media
platforms and the type of posts. The survey also
aimed to determine how the use of social media
changed the daily behavior of participants (Supple-
mentary 1).
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DATA COLLECTION

Above mentioned two clinics participated in the
study. In a calm, quiet room, volunteers completed
the survey on their own, without interference, under
supervision of a nurse. The survey output was
recorded onto an excel sheet in a daily manner.

STATISTICAL ANALYSIS

All statistical analysis were made by IBM SPSS Sta-
tistics version 20 Windows package program (SPSS
Inc., Chicago, IL, USA) .In the descriptive analyses,
categorical and nominal data were reported as num-
bers and percentages, respectively. Continuous vari-
ables were presented as mean+standard deviation.
Paired sample t-test was used to evaluate mean dif-
ferences including average social media usage time
and average screen time. p values of <0.05 were re-
garded as statistically significant.

I RESULTS

In total, 107 women, 105 men with a mean age of
33.3#+10.3 were included in the study. The majority
of the participants were educated to tertiary level
(61.3%). A total of 14.2% of participants were with
comorbidities. Hypertension and diabetes mellitus
were the most common comorbidities, with rates of
5.2% and 3.3%, respectively. The total rates for alco-
hol and smoking were 19.3% and 30.2%, respectively
(Table 1).

All except 5 participants (97.6%) used smart
phones, and 65.6% of participants used personal
computers. Social media, television, and websites
were the most preferred sources of information about
COVID-19 (76.4%, 54.7%, and 53.3% respectively).
Before the pandemic era, participants used social
media as an information tool for COVID-19 an aver-
age of 2.6 times a week, increasing to 7.8 times dur-
ing the pandemic (p<0.001). The preference for social
media use was mainly due to its ease of access
(76.4%). The average screen time in social media
searches for COVID-19 increased from 22 minutes
to 117 minutes after the onset of the pandemic
(p<0.001).

For participants, Instagram (57.1%) was the
most used social media tool, and videos (71.2%) were



Turkiye Klinikleri J Health Sci. 2021;6(3):592-7

Bahar YUKSEL et al.

TABLE 1: Demographic data of participants (n=212).
Age* (years) 33.3£10.3
Sex (Female/Male) 107/105
BMI* (kg/m?) 25.2+4.1
Education level

Below upper secondary 44 (20.8%)
Upper secondary 38 (17.9%)
Tertiary 130 (61.3%)
Socio-economic status
Low income 41 (19.3%)
Middle income 154 (72.6%)
High income 17 (8.0%)
Working frequency
Not working 77 (36.3%)
Part-time working 19 (9.0%)
Full-time working 116 (54.7%)
Marital status
Single 96 (45.3%)
Married 114 (53.8%)
Divorced 2(0.9%)
Comorbidity
None 182 (85.8%)
Hypertension 11(5.2%)
Diabetes mellitus 7(3.3%)
Pulmonary disease 3 (1.4%)
Cardiovascular diseases 4(1.9%)
Other 5 (2.4%)
Alcohol use Yes 41 (19.3%)
No 171 (80.7%)
Smoking status Yes 64 (30.2%)
No 148 (69.8%)

*: MeanzStandard deviations; BMI: Body mass index.

considered the most attractive posts. The most fre-
quently accessed social media posts were videos from
doctors specialized in the pandemic, and the experi-
ence of COVID-19 survivors (61.8% and 38.2%, re-
spectively). The three topics most frequently searched
on social media were “When will the outbreak end?”,
“the latest state of the disease”, and “protection from
the COVID-19” (Table 2).

The vast majority of participants stated that after
accessing information on social media, they took var-
ious measures. The measures, each of which was
taken by between 74.5% to 99.5% of participants,
were as follows: wearing masks, making greater ef-
forts to apply social isolation, taking a more hygienic
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TABLE 2: Participants' use of information tools and
social media (n=212).

Source of information

Newspaper 28 (13.2%)
Television 116 (54.7%)
Social media 162 (76.4%)
Websites 113 (53.3%)
Scientific articles 16 (7.5%)
Smartphone usage
Yes 207 (97.6%)
No 5 (2.4%)
Personal computer usage
Yes 139 (65.6%)
No 73 (34.4%)
Frequency of information source usage for pandemic in the last 1 week ~ 5.445.2
Frequency of social media usage for pandemic in the last 1 week* 7.848.3
Frequency of social media usage for pandemic before the last 1 week ~ 2.6+2.1
Social media tool preference
YouTube 87 (41%)
Twitter 57 (26.8%)
Instagram 121 (57.1%)
Facebook 48 (22.7%)
Other 25 (11.8%)
Most interested posts in social media
Video 151 (71.2%)
Picture 48 (22.6%)
Article 79 (37.2%)
Screen time in the last 1 week *minute/day 117.5+£98.9
Screen time before the last 1 week *minute/day 22.3+12.9
Social media duration *years 7.7£3.6
Reason for social media preference
Easy access 162 (76.4%)
Intensive information 70 (33.1%)
Cheap 34 (16.1%)
Reliable 6 (2.8%)
No another source 7(3.3%)
Receiving information other than health professionals
Yes 79 (37.2%)
No 133 (53.3%)
Health service preferences
State hospital 185 (87.2%)
Private hospital 30 (14.1%)
Private doctor 5(2.4%)

What do the participants seek on social media?

Videos from doctors 131 (61.8%)

Booklets 7 (3.3%)

Links of related websites 30 (14.1%)
Videos of survivors 81(38.2%)
Professional books 28 (13.2%)

What subject do the participants want?

Protection from disease 88 (41.5%)
Correct nutrition style 22 (10.3%)
Current status of the outbreak 88 (41.5%)
When will the outbreak end? 111 (52.3%)
Information about patients 10 (4.7%)
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TABLE 3: Changes in participants' daily behaviour after social media use (n=212).

Do you wear a mask in your daily life?

Do you apply social isolation?

Do you follow hygienic hand washing rules?

Do you stay away from people with flu?

Do you reduce physical contact with people?

Do you reduced touching your face?

Do you increase the balanced diet?

Do you quit smoking?

Do you reduced your contact with external surfaces?

Do you clean your environments more often?

How has your following behaviour changed after social media search?

Yes No
209 (98.6%) 3 (1.4%)
209 (98.6%) 3(1.4%)
211 (99.5%) 1(0.5%)
211(99.5%) 1(0.5%)
211 (99.5%) 1(0.5%)
207 (97.6%) 5 (2.4%)
158 (74.5%) 54 (25.5%)

10 (15.6%) 54(84.4%)
210 (99.0%) 2(1.0%)
199 (93.9%) 13(6.1%)

approach to hand-washing, making greater efforts to
avoid people with flu, reducing hand contact with
faces, making greater efforts to eat a balanced diet,
reducing contact with external surfaces, and making
greater efforts to clean their living environment.
However, only 10 (15.6%) of 64 volunteers who
smoked reported quitting (Table 3).

I DISCUSSION

The COVID-19 outbreak has caused strict trans-
portation restriction, limited to access health care in-
stitutions, and strain on health care systems. Many
struggle to obtain accurate information about how to
avoid the CoV, the probable duration of the outbreak,
and the treatment of the disease. The COVID-19 pan-
demic has presented an opportunity to evaluate the
role of social media as a source of information about
the outbreak.>® We found that social media has be-
come the most used source of information about
COVID-19 pandemic.

Previous reports have demonstrated the public
use of different information sources, including news-
papers, scientific articles, television, websites and so-
cial media. Khoong et al. stated that smartphone
ownership has dramatically changed the ways infor-
mation is accessed and found that 48.3% patients
used social media as primary information source.” In
another study, Braun et al. investigated information
sources of cancer patients and their relatives, and
found that for 77.4% of participants, the internet was
the major source. Additionally, Braun et al. stated that
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49.2% participants reported intensifying social media
use, and 80.3% contacted other cancer patients or rel-
atives via social media.® In the present study, 97.6%
of participants owned a smartphone, and 76.4% ob-
tained information about COVID-19 pandemic from
social media.

Social media use has increased over the years.
Lissak reported that the access rate of social media
increased from 51% to 75% between 2011 and 2013.°
Another research found that average daily social
media usage increased from 90 minutes in 2012 to
144 minutes in 2018.!° To the best of our knowledge,
no study has compared the frequency and duration of
social media usage for health information prior to and
during COVID-19 pandemic. Our participants’ daily
frequency of access to social media increased from
2.6 times to 7.8 times after the onset of the pandemic.
Moreover, average daily times spent by participants
to obtain information about COVID-19 increased
dramatically from 22 minutes before the pandemic to
117 minutes in the pandemic era. We believe that
transportation restrictions and difficulties in accessing
the health system increased reliance on social media
for information about COVID-19.

No study has investigated which type of social
media post is preferred for COVID-19 information.
According to the social media analysis, video posts are
more preferred than others, such as articles, pictures, or
audio."" Akar reported participants between 18-65
years were more likely to use the internet for watching
videos and reading personal blogs.!? In the present
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study, video posts were the most interesting social
media content for 151 of 212 (71.2%) participants.

Personal protective measures and control of the
local environment are important factors in reducing the
spread of the pandemic, and increasing protection from
COVID-19.5 In the present study, we observed that
the majority of the participants increased preventive
measures after social media increased their awareness
about COVID-19. Although it is widely known that
cigarettes predispose to COVID-19 disease and nega-
tively affect the course of the disease, as we observed,
most participants were unable or unwilling to give up.'
Smoking is a severe addiction, which we believe is in-
tensified by the mental stress caused by the pandemic.

The present research is the first in Turkey to eval-
uate role of social media on COVID-19 pandemic,
and naturally has some limitations. Firstly the study
was conducted as survey project, which, by nature,
can be affected by inaccurate answers, lack of partic-
ipant interest, and survey fatigue. To prevent this sit-
uation, we arranged for the survey to be completed in
a quiet, secure room under nurse observation. Another
limitation is that participants were asked to give their
estimated duration social media screen time, as no
exact time measurement was possible. Lastly, the
study focused on a period of only one week; further
studies should focus on changes in patterns of social
media use during the course of the pandemic.

I CONCLUSION

The present study has demonstrated that social
media was the most preferable source to get infor-

mation about COVID-19 pandemic. While the
video shares were the most watched contents, the
participants expressed that they wanted to watch the
videos coming from the doctors the most. Accord-
ing to our results, health professionals should pro-
duce high level of quality contents for social media
to improve the knowledge of patients about
COVID-19 pandemic. Our outcomes could be sup-
ported by further prospective, randomized studies
with larger cohorts.
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