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INTRODUCTION

Among the general public, internet has become a popular 
source to access health information which is due to the 
rapid development in information and communications 
technology. A large amount of information related to health 
is available online, but it may mislead the patients as some 
of the information provided is erroneous.[1] Such information 
not only misleads the searcher but also other individuals as 

well; a study showed that 51% of the participants felt eager 
to share their new medical knowledge gained, with others.[2]

The term cyberchondria refers to an increase in anxiety about 
one’s own health status, as a result of excessive reviews of 
health information which is available online. It is defined by 
White and Horvitz as “the unfounded escalation of concerns 
about common symptomatology, based on the review of 
search results and literature on the web.”[1] Cyberchondria 
reflects both anxiety and a component of compulsiveness, 
which is suggestive of its multidimensional construct.

Most people have easy access to internet, either by means of 
computer or smartphone; hence, cyberchondria is emerging 
to be an important problem. A large volume of the medical 
information provided by the World Wide Web can help 
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people who are not health-care professionals to understand 
better about the health and disease state, and provides them 
with feasible explanations for their symptoms. Yet, when 
the web search is engaged as a diagnostic method, it has the 
potential to raise the level of health anxiety among people 
who have little or no medical knowledge.[3]

Although there are many positive aspects of the information 
which is provided on the internet, increasing access to 
health information which is available online, may lead to 
an overload of medical knowledge among the general 
public.[4] Many times, information from the web is of 
unregulated accuracy where inquiry of a benign symptom 
into a search engine is likely to return a disproportionately 
high rate of unlikely explanations, such as a life-threatening 
illness.[5] Users have a tendency to search for more 
serious conditions; for example, one may start a search 
for headache-type symptoms and subsequently can end up 
reviewing information related to brain tumors. As the results 
of online searches are ranked by the frequency of search, the 
dissemination of health information on web depends on the 
health search technology. This escalation process, in turn, 
affects the search rankings.[1]

In general, the quality of information obtained is often 
neglected by the users. Individuals who worry about their 
illnesses are even less likely to look into the validity of the 
source and are more anxious of what they see on the web. 
Further, it leads to worsening of health anxiety.[6,7] This is a 
concerning subject as a large number of people search for 
health-related information online. There are limited studies 
regarding the prevalence of cyberchondria and factors 
influencing it. Hence, the present study was conducted 
among undergraduate medical students to estimate the 
prevalence of cyberchondria and to assess the factors 
influencing it.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

A cross-sectional study was conducted among the 
undergraduate medical students of Shivamogga Institute 
of Medical Sciences (SIMS), Shivamogga, for a period of 
3 months, i.e., from June 2018 to August 2018.

All the 3rd term undergraduate medical students of SIMS 
were included in the study. Students who were not willing 
to participate in the study were excluded from the study. 
There were 150 undergraduate students studying in 3rd term 
MBBS. Considering inclusion and exclusion criteria, 136 
students were interviewed. Convenient sampling technique 
was followed. The study participants were interviewed face 
to face using a pretested, semi-structured questionnaire.

Cyberchondria is a term used for elevated anxiety and distress 
about one’s own health status due to the repeated online 
searches for health-related information.[8] Most importantly, 

increased health anxiety in response to the online health-
related information is the hallmark of cyberchondria.

Ethical clearance was obtained from the Institutional Ethical 
Committee before the start of the study. Written informed 
consent was taken from the study participants prior to the study.

Data were entered in MS Excel and analyzed using SPSS 
software v.20.0. Results were expressed in terms of 
frequency and percentages. To assess the factors influencing 
cyberchondria, Chi-square test was applied and P < 0.05 was 
considered as statistically significant.

RESULTS

The prevalence of cyberchondria among the study participants 
was found to be 37.5% [Figure 1].

In the present study, the mean age of study participants 
was 18.95 ± 0.69 years. Among 136 study participants, 
82 (60.3%) of them constituted males and 54 (39.7%) of 
them were females. The majority, i.e., 102 (75%) of the 
study participants, belonged to Class I socioeconomic status 
according to the modified B G Prasad classification [Table 1].

Among 51 study participants who had cyberchondria, 
majority 33 (64.7%) of them were males and 18 (35.3%) 

51, 
37.50%

85, 
62.50%

Yes No

Figure 1: Prevalence of cyberchondria

Table 1: Sociodemographic profile of study subjects
Sociodemographic 
characteristics

Categories Frequency 
n=136 (%)

Gender Male 82 (60.3)
Female 54 (39.7)

Socioeconomic status (modified 
B G Prasad classification 2018) 

I 102 (75)
II 18 (13.2)
III 6 (4.4)
IV 4 (3)
V 6 (4.4)
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of them were females. The maximum number of study 
participants, i.e., 36 (70.6%) of them belonged to Class I 
Socioeconomic status according to modified B G Prasad 
classification. Majority 47 (92.2%) of study participants 
who had cyberchondria had 24*7 access to the internet. 
Among the study participants who had cyberchondria 
39 (76.5%) were using internet for ≤5 years and 
36 (70.6%) were using internet for ≤6 h/day. Among the 
study participants who had cyberchondria, the majority 
42 (82.4%) used internet for more than 1 h during the 
night. The association between cyberchondria and usage 
of internet during the night was found to be statistically 
significant (P = 0.02) [Table 2].

DISCUSSION

The present study revealed that the prevalence of 
cyberchondria among the undergraduate medical students 
was 37.5% and cyberchondria was found to be more among 
males and those belonging to Class I according to modified 
B G Prasad classification. The study also concluded that 
cyberchondria was found to be more among the study 
participants having 24*7 access to internet, those using 
internet for more than 1 h during the night, and those 
who were using internet for ≤5 years and for ≤6 h/day. 
Cyberchondria was significantly associated with the use of 
internet during the night.

The prevalence of cyberchondria in the present study was 
37.5%. This may be due to easy accessibility to the internet 
these days by means of smartphones and computers. 
A similar study conducted by Syeda SA on cyberchondria 
suggested that web search engines have the potential to shoot 
up medical concerns and cyberchondria has the potential 
to cause a severe state of fear which could lead to health 
anxiety.[3] A study carried out by Fox S. found that 10% of 
participants became frightened by the grave nature of medical 
information they encountered online and it also stated that 
health information accessed online affected their decisions 
regarding medical consultation.[2] Cyberchondria was found 
to be more among study participants belonging to Class I 
according to modified B G Prasad classification. The reason 
for this can be those belonging to higher socioeconomic 
class have more affordability to possess a smartphone or a 
computer, which act as means for accessing the internet. In 
2010, a study of 12,262 people across 12 countries showed 
that nearly half of them used Google as the search engine 
for self-diagnosis.[9] A study undertaken by Doherty-Torstrick 
et al. on cyberchondria found that individuals with high 
illness anxiety recalled feeling worse after online symptom 
checking while those with low illness anxiety recalled 
relief. Longer duration of online health-related search 
was associated with increased functional impairment, less 
education, and increased anxiety during and after checking 
of the symptoms.[10] Knowledge and empowerment may 
be considered as positive aspects of health-related online 
searching, but it is debatable whether these benefits outweigh 
the anxiety that can be induced by it.[1,4,11,12] A study conducted 
by Fergus concluded that for some individuals, these frequent 
searches for medical information on the internet are related 
to increased health anxiety.[13,14] Abdulaziz ALrukban found 
that almost one-third of social media users discovered wrong 
health information on various social networking sites.[15]

Strength and Limitations

People recurrently use the internet to investigate for medical 
information. However, for some individuals, searching 
for medical information on the internet is linked with an 
exaggeration of health anxiety. The present study tries to 
address this issue, wherein the existing knowledge is very 
limited. The limitation of the present study is the relatively 
small sample size.

CONCLUSION

The present study concluded that the prevalence of 
cyberchondria was 37.5%. The factors influencing 
cyberchondria were male gender, higher socioeconomic 
class, 24*7 access to internet, and usage of internet during the 
night. The findings of the present study on cyberchondria are 
relevant for health-care professionals, for better understanding 
regarding the use of web for self-diagnosis of the symptoms 
by many people which lead to increased anxiety in them. This 

Table 2: Factors influencing cyberchondria
Factors Cyberchondria

Yes n=51 (%) No n=85 (%)
Gender

Male 33 (64.7) 49 (57.6)
Female 18 (35.3) 36 (42.4)

Socioeconomic status (modified B G Prasad classification 2018)
I 36 (70.6) 66 (77.6)
II 9 (17.6) 9 (10.6)
III 4 (7.8) 2 (2.4)
IV 2 (3.9) 2 (2.4)
V 0 (0.0) 6 (7.1)

24*7 internet access
Yes 47 (92.2) 73 (85.9)
No 4 (7.8) 12 (14.1)

Years of internet use
<5 years 39 (76.5) 59 (69.4)
>5 years 12 (23.5) 26 (30.6)

Number of hours of internet usage per day
<6 hours 36 (70.6) 71 (83.5)
>6 hours 15 (29.4) 14 (16.5)

Usage of internet during night* 

<1 hour 9 (17.6) 31 (36.5)
>1 hour 42 (82.4) 54 (63.5)

*Chi square test: P<0.05
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subject needs to be addressed to reduce its effect on individuals 
by simply building awareness and helping them recognize 
this problem. It is important that health professionals are 
involved in the design, dissemination and evaluation of 
web-based health, and medical information. The paucity of 
literature regarding the prevalence of cyberchondria needs to 
be addressed; further research study would empirically assess 
the extent and nature of cyberchondria.
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