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Abstract— Health consumers are increasingly relying on the
Internet for their health education. The prevalence of
Smartphones has made this even easier as people have access to
social media where they can interact with others around the
world. Health Information Seeking Behavior (HISB) can be
described as means in which individuals obtain health
information relating to their personal health activities that
promote healthy living, risks to their health and illnesses. HISB
varies in extent and scope - that is, what is being searched for and
the source used to gather the information. The Internet, through
the use of search engines, has been widely used as means to
search for health information. People search for different types of
health-related issues such as treatments for certain conditions,
symptoms, general information on a particular health issue and
so forth. Sometimes people search this information for family
members or other people, besides themselves. It has become
important for individuals to take ownership of their health and
not solely depend on getting information relating to their health
from their healthcare practitioners. Social media platforms
provide a harbor where people from different places in the world
can share and educate one another on health-related topics. As
social media increasingly becomes one of the sources where
people share and search for health information, it is important to
understand the scope of the information being sought and the
motivations to why people share the information in a public
platform. For this research paper, an extensive literature review
will be conducted in order to gather background information on
Health Information Seeking Behavior, focusing on the use of
social media as a source of the search.
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l. INTRODUCTION

By nature, human beings are societal and therefore need
relationships with others in order to survive [1]. This can be
noticed in how much people need to have a place or group to
relate to. Social computing is a method of Information
Technology (IT) that is used to provide cybernetic teams across
a variety of organizations or communities which enhances
collaboration, collection and sharing of information [2]-[4]. It
creates a platform where different stakeholders can make
virtual connections in order to communicate and share
information more effectively through the use of
cybercommunities rather than being confined to the physical
world.
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The Internet started out as being a “read-only” service
which had little user interaction, which was known known as
Web 1.0 [5], [6]. With time and advancements in technology,
things have changed and now people can read and contribute to
content on the Internet — allowing interaction and collaboration
[5]. This is known as Web 2.0 and social computing forms part
of it. Some of the crucial characteristics of social computing
include the following [3], [6]-[8]:

e Connectivity: This focuses on how people relate
among one another in a group.

e Collaboration: The way people interact in the cyber
world by sharing resources, knowledge and
experiences. Collaboration can be both positive
(facilitation) and negative (competitive).

e Community: This is a grouping of people that share
functional similarities or are of spatial closeness.

Mxoli, Mostert-Phipps and Gerber (2016) have identified
various social computing applications. The following are
examples of such applications [1], [4], [6]-[8], [10]-[12]:

e Blogs: Web diaries that enable non-experts to easily
manage and share content in a network of users that is
usually presented in a variety of themes. Blogger is an
example of a blog service provider.

e Social games: This approach presents online games
that humans play to solve complex problems but
humans are playing for fun e.g. The Sims.

e Social networks: There are platforms that bring people
together either as friends or communities sharing
common interests e.g. Facebook.

e Social media: Tools that are based on the Internet that
are used for sharing of information via videos or
podcasts e.g. YouTube.

e Social knowledge sharing: A variety of news submitted
by individuals on the Internet to form a shared pool of
knowledge e.g. Wikipedia.

It has been found that many people are gradually making
use of social computing to access health information or to track
their health conditions and care (Heckley and Hoffmann, 2010;



Sarasohn-Kahn, 2008). The combination of social computing
applications and health introduced the concept of Health 2.0
(Sarasohn-Kahn, 2008). This can be defined as an
interconnection of Web 2.0 applications that empower the user
to take ownership of their healthcare [5], [15], [16]. It is about
assisting patients in making rational and informed healthcare
decisions by making health information readily available to
them. With social computing technology on the rise, patients
are looking for innovative ways to interact and share healthcare
experiences [15]. Social computing creates a platform where
patients, doctors, caregivers and other healthcare providers can
connect and actively interact in caring for a patient.

Il.  METHODS

For this research paper, an extensive literature review was
conducted in order to gather background information on the
concept on Health Information Seeking Behavior (HISB),
focusing on what triggers the search, what the different
information sources are, the type of information sought and
how much time is spent seeking the information.

The following section discusses HISB in depth.

IIl.  HEALTH INFORMATION SEEKING BEHAVIOUR

The method of providing and seeking medical services has
evolved throughout the years. WHO (n.d.) defines eHealth as
“the use of information and communication technologies (ICT)
for health.” Health Information Seeking Behavior (HISB) is
one of the ways individuals use the Internet to gain health
knowledge. A number of sources have tried to define the
concept of HISB with no single concrete meaning. Various
sources in Lambert and Loiselle (2007) have highlighted that
HISB is a concept of finding information which is triggered by
an event, with the purpose of gaining knowledge, coping with
the situation and displaying a behavior change.

A. Health consumers

Not everyone has access to the Internet and not everyone
who has access knows what to look for when it comes to HISB.
Studies have been conducted to investigate on the
characteristics of those individuals who take part in HISB.
Most prevalent characteristics are age, gender, race, level of
education and income status. Studies highlighted in [19] show
that, the youth, females, people with higher levels of
education or people that are more health literate, Caucasians,
and those with a higher income are more likely to search for
health information online

B. The search process

When people go on the Internet to search for health
information, there are a number of reasons or influencers for
the search. The search process in HISB involves a trigger, the
number and types of information sources consulted, the type of
information sought, and the amount of time spent conducting
the search [18], [19].

1) Thetrigger
HISB is usually triggered by an event, as highlighted in the
definition above. Individuals search for health information

based on circumstances they find themselves in so as to focus
on the situation and become more engaged and aware of the
threat as a coping mechanism [20]. A perceived health status is
a trigger of a health information search [21]. When individuals
consider that their health status is poor, they tend to seek for
health information in order to cope with the stress. A study
conducted in Europe on the use of e-Health services by the
citizens indicates that individuals who have been recently
diagnosed with a disability or long-term disease and people
who frequently visit the general practitioner have a higher use
of the internet for seeking health information [22]. Another
trigger for a health search is when people realize that their
knowledge of health information is not at a level that they feel
it should be at [21].

2) Sources

People can use different sources of information for HISB
such as friends, family members, the physician or the Internet
[19]. In a study conducted by De Choudhury, Morris, and
White (2014), respondents mentioned that they choose the
Internet over other sources of health information for a number
of reasons. Some stated the convenience of the Internet in
terms of availability, ease of use and speed of the Internet.
Some respondents highlighted the variety of information as a
motivation of using the Internet, while others also highlighted
the sense of privacy, more detailed information compared to
what they get from the healthcare provider, lack of availability
of medical from a healthcare provider e.g. after working hours,
and some mentioned the monetary value of using the Internet
instead of consulting a doctor.

3) Type of information

The content or type of information sought is also a factor in
conducting a health search [19]. An individual will search for
different types of information regarding their health depending
on number of factors [23], [24]. When an individual has just
been diagnosed with a disease or disorder, they search the
Internet for more information on the diagnosis and also prepare
for the next doctor’s appointment. They search for the
medication they have been prescribed and also look for ways
they can better manage their lifestyle in terms of weight and
nutrition. Some also search the Internet to identify new medical
findings on the diagnosis and some just need social support.

4) Time
The amount of time spent on the Internet is influenced by
how much trust the individual has on the information and also
if they have a poor communication with their doctors,
individuals may spend more time conducting a search in order
to have more sources [21].

HISB assists individuals in finding health-related
information in order to [21], [23], [25], [26]:

o Cope better with a health-threatening situation: this
entails the type of information that is searched for, how
much of it is obtained, the source it is obtained from,
and when it is typically needed by the individual. This
helps the individual to cope better with a situation
when they have more information about it.

e Participate and get involved in medical decision-
making: as the healthcare becomes more available to



the patients, they want to be involved in decision-
making. Patients want to gain more understanding on
their health, they want their views to be considered and
they want to be involved in the final decision-making.
By being involved, they help find possible solutions,
compare and evaluate numerous options, gain more
insight on alternatives to reduce confusion and
uncertainty, and decide on the appropriateness of a
particular option.

e Adopt a behavior change and a preventative behavior:
HISB can influence a decision for an individual to lead
a healthier lifestyle. Gaining more information on a
certain health condition may influence how much
information one has when making decisions,
judgements and adopting attitudes on health behavior.
This also plays a role in how many alternative course
of actions one knows, and the pros and cons of each.
Information on resources one may use to carry out
those behaviors is also made available.

IV. CONCLUSION

The Internet has become a reliable and widely used source
of health information. Consumers of health information engage
in Health Information Seeking Behavior by using the benefits
of Social Computing in order to be more involved in their
health life. HISB is a process which involves a trigger, a
number of sources, type of information and time. Consumers
get involved in HISB in order to cope better with a health
condition, to participate and be more involved in decision-
making, and to adopt a healthy behavior change.

REFERENCES

[1] C. Coyle and H. Vaughn, “Social Networking: Communicatipn
Revolution or Evolution,” Bell Labs Tech. J., vol. 13, no. 2, pp. 12-17,
2014.

[2] J. M. Mayer, R. P. Schuler, and Q. Jones, “Towards an
understanding of social inference opportunities in social computing,”
Proc. 17th ACM Int. Conf. Support. Gr. Work - Gr. ’12, p. 239, 2012.

[3] I King, J. Li, and K. T. Chan, “A brief survey of computational
approaches in Social Computing,” 2009 Int. Jt. Conf. Neural Networks,
pp. 1625-1632, 2009.

[4] F. Wang, D. Zeng, K. M. Carley, and W. Mao, “Social
Computing : From Social Informatics,” IEEE Intell. Syst., no. December
2006, pp. 79-83, 2007.

[5] J. Williams, “Social Networking Applications in Health Care:
Threats to the Privacy and Security of Health Information,” ICSE Work.
Softw. Eng. Heal. Care, pp. 3949, 2010.

[1]

[6] M. N. K. Boulos and S. Wheeler, “The emerging Web 2.0 social
software: An enabling suite of sociable technologies in health and health
care education,” Health Info. Libr. J., vol. 24, no. 1, pp. 2-23, 2007.

[7] M. Tavakolifard and K. C. Almeroth, “On Some Challenges for
Online Trust and Reputation Systems,” Norwegian University of
Science and Technology, 2012.

[8] A. Fu, “How to Get the Most Value from Social Computing for
Business with Microsoft,” 2008.

[9] A. Mxoli, N. Mostert-Phipps, and M. Gerber, “Risks and Benefits
of Social Computing as a Healthcare Tool,” in International Conference
on Society and Information Technologies, 2016, pp. 93-97.

[10] R. K. F. IP and C. Wagner, “Weblogging: A study of social
computing and its impact on organizations,” Decis. Support Syst., vol.
45, no. 2, pp. 242-250, 2008.

[11] W. Rafelsberger and A. Scharl, “Games with a purpose for social
networking platforms,” Proc. 20th ACM Conf. Hypertext hypermedia
HT 09, p. 193, 2009.

[12] M. Papastergiou, “Exploring the potential of computer and video
games for health and physical education: A literature review,” Comput.
Educ., vol. 53, no. 3, pp. 603-622, 2009.

[13] P. H. Keckley and M. Hoffmann, “Social Networks in Health Care:
Cummunication, collaboration and insights,” 2010.

[14] J. Sarasohn-Kahn, “The Wisdom of Patients: Health Care Meets
Online Social Media,” 2008.

[15] E. Randeree, “Exploring Technology Impacts of Healthcare 2.0
Initiatives,” Telemed. e-Health, vol. 15, no. 3, pp. 255-261, 2009.

[16] L. Bos, A. Marsh, D. Carroll, S. Gupta, and M. Rees, “Patient 2 . 0
Empowerment,” in Proceedings of the 2008 International Conference on
Semantic Web & Web Services SWWS08, 2008, pp. 164-167.

[17] World Health Organization, ‘“eHealth.” [Online]. Available:
http://www.who.int/ehealth/en/. [Accessed: 04-Apr-2018].

[18] S. D. Lambert and C. G. Loiselle, “Health information seeking
behavior.,” Qual. Health Res., vol. 17, no. 8, pp. 1006-19, 2007.

[19] A. E. Anker, A. M. Reinhart, and T. H. Feeley, “Health
information seeking: A review of measures and methods,” Patient Educ.
Couns., vol. 82, no. 3, pp. 346-354, 2011.

[20] H. Livneh, “Psychosocial adaptation to cancer: The role of coping
strategies,” J. Rehabil., vol. 66, no. 2, pp. 4049, 2000.

[21] N. Xiao, R. Sharman, H. R. Rao, and S. Upadhyaya, “Factors
influencing online health information search: An empirical analysis of a
national cancer-related survey,” Decis. Support Syst., vol. 57, no. 1, pp.
417-427, 2014.

[22] H. K. Andreassen et al., “European citizens’ use of E-health
services: A study of seven countries,” BMC Public Health, vol. 7, no.
53, pp. 261-308, 2007.

[23] M. De Choudhury, M. R. Morris, and R. W. White, “Seeking and
sharing health information online: Comparing Search Engines and
Social Media,” Proc. 32nd Annu. ACM Conf. Hum. factors Comput.
Syst. - CHI ’14, pp. 1365-1376, 2014.

[24] D. Lewis, B. L. Chang, and C. P. Friedman, “Consumer health
informatics.,” Stud. Health Technol. Inform., vol. 151, pp. 185-94, 2010.

[25] J. E. Chung, “Social networking in online support groups for
health: How online social networking benefits patients,” J. Health
Commun., vol. 19, no. 6, pp. 639-659, 2014.

[26] J. A. Greene, N. K. Choudhry, E. Kilabuk, and W. H. Shrank,
“Online social networking by patients with diabetes: A qualitative

evaluation of communication with Facebook,” J. Gen. Intern. Med., vol.
26, no. 3, pp. 287-292, 2011.



