JRMC Vol. 28 (Issue 4)

Journal of Rawalpindi Medical College

Role Of Cyberchondria In Mediating Health Anxiety, Fears And Obsessions

https://doi.org/10.37939/jrmc.v28i4.2568

Among Students Of Private Medical Colleges Sargodha
Muhammad Usman?, Adnan Afzal?, Afzal®, Bilal Habib* Sundas Ahmad®, Amina Igbal®

Abstract

Objective: This study was conducted to examine the role of cyberchondria in mediating health anxiety, fears and obsessions

among Students of private medical college.

Methods: This descriptive correlational study was conducted at department of Psychiatry & behavioural sciences and
Medical OPD of Rai Medical College, Sargodha. For this purpose data was collected from 150 medical students. The
Cyberchondria Severity Scale (CSS-12) was used to measure cyberchondria severity and Short Health Anxiety Inventory
(SHAI) scale was used to measure Anxiety in patients. The Obsessive—Compulsive Inventory — Revised (OCI-R) scale was
used to measure Obsessive Compulsive Disorder (OCD) in patients.

Results: Descriptive statistics (i.e. frequency distribution, percentages, mean, standard deviations, Pearson correlation and
Anova) were the analytical methods to test the objectives. Results of correlational analysis showed positive but non-
significant correlation between cyberchondria and mobile usage per day. Results of linear regression analysis indicate that
cyberchondria has significant impact on health anxiety. Findings also indicate significant gender differences on health anxiety
and cyberchondria, Females are more concerned about health and have more cyberchondria tendencies than males. However,
non-significant difference on OCD patterns, mobile phone daily usage.

Conclusion: This study shows that feeling constantly worried about your health and obsessively checking the internet for
information can make you feel more anxious and stressed, and can also lower your quality of life. It also shows that
cyberchondria has a great impact on health anxiety. Gender differences exist in health anxiety and cyberchondria.
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1. Introduction

Cyberchondria refers to a maladaptive pattern of
behavior marked by a hyperactive and anxiety-
inducing preoccupation with seeking medical or
health-related information online.! The phenomenon
of cyberchondria has been found to be correlated with
elevated levels of psychological distress and
diminished well-being perceptions. The contemporary
diagnostic and classification frameworks utilized
within the field of psychiatry, specifically the
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental
Disorders, Fifth Edition Text Revision (DSM-5-TR)
and the 11th Revision of the International Statistical
Classification of Diseases (ICD-11), do not
incorporate cyberchondria within their defined
spectrum of mental disorders. There is an increasingly
prevalent viewpoint among academia indicating that
cyberchondria is evolving into a matter of public
health concern.?

Cyberchondria exhibits distinctive clinical features
and is correlated with consequential functional
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impairment.>* The  phenomenon known as
cyberchondria is characterized by three pivotal
components. Firstly, there is typically a pervasive and
compulsive reliance on digital mediums, particularly
the Internet, for the investigation of medical or health-
related matters.* The ultimate goal of these inquiries is
often to obtain a sense of reassurance regarding one's
symptoms. Secondly, such searches frequently result
in heightened levels of distress or anxiety, which can
persist over an extended period of time.!* Lastly, an
escalation in the frequency of online health-related
searches and the consequential pursuit of reassurance
may occur despite the negative consequences
associated with these behaviours.’

Numerous investigations have demonstrated that
cyberchondria is associated with various risk factors,
such as health anxiety, obsessive-compulsive
symptoms, intolerance of uncertainty, and negative
metacognitive beliefs.® Significantly, an investigation
on the pertinent precursors of cyberchondria
formulated a paradigm in which the perception of a

health hazard stemming from physical symptoms
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induces health-related anxiety.” The phenomenon of
online health searches exhibits a significant and
positive correlation with cyberchondria, which is
subject to the moderation of obsessive-compulsive
disorder.® Subsequently, this anxiety impels
individuals to search for health-related information
online, whereby the intermediary variable of
"information insufficiency" enacts mediation of this
association.” The latter refers to an individual's
perception of thoughts related to health as being
uncontrollable and being negatively evaluated.'

The present investigation aims to elucidate the
associations among fear, obsessions, health anxiety,
and cyberchondria. The primary objective of this
study is to investigate the potential mediating
influence of health anxiety in the correlation between
disorder (OCD)  and
Cyberchondria. The study is conducted on a group of
adult students drawn from the population.

The current study questions are based on the

obsessive-compulsive

previously mentioned research review:

1.  What would be the impact of Health anxiety on
cyberchondria, also to investigate their
relationship?

2. How Cyberchondria will mediate the role of fear
and obsessive thought?

3. How the OCD pattern will moderate the
relationship between health anxiety and
cyberchondria?

4.  What is the relationship of Cyberchondria with
the demographic variables?

2. Materials & Methods

The study employs a quantitative correlation research
design by the pragmatic research design. The
participants will be examined for the relationship
between Health Anxiety, Cyberchondria, and fears and
obsessions. The research design is a descriptive
correlational study. In which the relationship between
the variables and correlational values is found.

This study's participants comprise all medical students
enrolled at private medical colleges in Sargodha,
Pakistan.

The selection of the research participants was based on
two criteria: their level of Internet access and their level
of concern regarding health matters. Owing to

constraints related to both time and resources, the
present study was restricted to medical students enrolled
at private medical colleges in Sargodha. The process of
selecting the study sample entails the utilization of non-
probability volunteer sampling techniques of 150
students.

Data were collected through a self-developed
questionnaire Following scales will be used.

The researcher personally collects data from the
students. The gathered information was subsequently
undergone statistical analysis via SPSS 24. Correlation,
ANOVA, and descriptive analysis techniques are used to
forecast the association between the variables.

3. Results

The present study was conducted to study the role of
cyberchondria in mediating health anxiety, fears and
obsessions. Psychometric properties of variables include
mean, standard deviation, and alpha reliability. The
relationship between variables was predicted by
Correlation, linear regression and ¢-test.

Table 1: shows the frequency and percentage of demographics
of the variable

Variables F %
Age

18-23years 134 893
Gender

Male 54 351
Female 96  64.9
Current Education

Third 132 89.2
Forth 6 3.1
Final 12 8.1
Mobile usage per day.

1-2 hours per day 16 10.8
2-4 hours per day 64 432
5-6 hours per day 48 324
8-10 hours per day 22 137
Purpose of mobile usage

(As reported by sample)

Chatting 40 27.0
Gaming 20 135
Reading research articles related to health 20 135
Checking health apps mostly 8 54
YouTube streaming 60 405
Socio-economics status (as reported by sample)

Lower middle 4 2.7
Middle 64 432
Upper middle 68 459
Upper 14 8.4
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Table 2: Pearson Correlation among all variables. (N=150)

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6
Age 1 -.131 0.337" 0.040 -0.285™ -0.134
Socio Economic -0.131 1 0.131 -0.075 -0.157 -0.136
Status

Current 0.337" 0.131 1 0.054 -0.314™ -0.214"
Education

OCIRtotal 0.040 -0.075 0.054 1 0.414™ 0.443"
CSStotal -0.285™ -0.157 -0.314™ 0.414™ 1 0.534"™
SH Total -0.134 -0.136 -0.214" 0.443" 0.534™ 1

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).
**p <.01

The target sample of the study was fifty students of the
age range 18-30 years. The analysis was done on all
study variables and demographics. Some of the variables

also show non-significant relationship with each other
which are also discussed in this chapter. This chapter
follows the tables and results which show significant
results of the study.

Table 2 shows the correlation of all variables including
demographic variables. Most of the variables show a
correlation with each other.

Multiple Liner regression in Table 3 shows that
cyberchondria is a stronger predictor for health anxiety
giving P value as .43 and this value is significant at .001.
Cyberchondria and OCD patterns added a variance of up
to 35% for health anxiety

Table 3: Multiple liner Regression analysis for Cyberchondria, Health Anxiety, Fears and Obsessions. (N=150)

Predictors B SE Standardized P 95% CL

Beta

B LL UL

Constant 21.54 6.31 0.001 11.57 36.11
Health Anxiety 0.42 0.04 0.45 0.001 0.33 0.52
OCR(Fear and 0.17 0.14 0.06 0.22 -0.11 0.45
obsessions)
R 0.43
F 38.66

MD=Moral Disengagement, PI=Peer influence

**¥p<.001, **p < .01, *p <.05.

Analyses based on the Demographic status of the sample
The following analyses are done on the demographics of
the current research. The significant results of the study
are reported in the tables. However, the ¢-test is used to
find the relationship between Cyberchondria Health
Anxiety, Fears and Obsessions with demographic
variables of the current study.

Results in Table 4 depict that two groups divided based
on gender differ slightly in their mean values. It is
revealed that gender shows a significant difference
between Health Anxiety and Cyberchondria. However,
non-significant difference in OCD patterns and mobile
phone Usage. Females are more concerned about health
and have more cyberchondria tendencies than males.
The table also shows the value of Cohen’s d.

The present study aimed to understand the Role of
Cyberchondria in Mediating Health Anxiety, Fears and
Obsessions. In this study, researchers discovered that
feeling constantly worried about health and being
addicted to the internet played a role in how anxious
people felt. These feelings also affected people's quality
of life. After reviewing the latest studies, found that
individuals showing signs of cyberchondria, as assessed
by CSS-12, exhibit heightened obsessive-compulsive

behaviours and display a stronger dependence on the
internet. Also, as shown in a study done by Vismar
having higher scores in obsessive-compulsive symptoms
and Internet addiction is linked to having more severe
health anxiety and OCD. "2

Similar to what has been found in previous studies by
Peng, R.X., about health anxiety, having more severe
cyberchondria is linked to having greater health
anxiety.'* '* Additionally, cyberchondria was also a
strong predictor of overall anxiety, which supports the
limited research on the connection between
cyberchondria and anxiety beyond just health concerns
as shown in Table 2. As we examine these findings, it's
important to consider the interconnections of certain
anxiety-related concepts.'*!?

4. Discussion

The findings also show in Table 4, how demographic
factors are connected to cyberchondria. It was found that
gender makes a big difference in Health Anxiety and
Cyberchondria, but not in OCD patterns or how much
people use their mobile phones every day. Women worry
more about their health and look up health information
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online more than men. These findings are correlated to
previous research as Santoro, G., Starcevic, V., et,
al., believe that the younger generation has greater
internet accessibility and utilization''®!” As reported by
Newby, J.M. and McElroy, E., people who don't feel
good about themselves and look for information online,
like about health, may be more likely to search for health
information on the internet.'® But we still need more
research to understand how age affects searching for
health information online.'®

The Table 3 data shows that cyberchondria is a good
predictor of health anxiety. The [ value for
cyberchondria is. 43, and this value is very significant.
001 Cyberchondria and OCD habits contribute to 35%
of health anxiety. The results support the idea that
cyberchondria and health anxiety, as well as obsessive-
compulsive problems, are connected. In addition, the
connections between worrying about health, obsessive
behaviours, and how you feel about yourself are similar
to what other studies have found. Vismara, M., suggests
that concerns about health and obsessive behaviours may
make people think less of themselves. '’

In summary, looking up too much medical information
can make you worry more about your health and make
you keep looking for more information, which can make
you feel like you're not important because you're scared
of not being able to solve your health problems.
According to Starcevic and Berle, and proven by
Oniszczenko, W., it was found that being anxious about
your health, especially online, and having obsessive
thoughts could all be linked together in a cycle.?* %!

The result of this study found that obsessive-compulsive
symptoms and Internet addiction play a big role in
explaining how cyberchondria is related to different
health problems. Abdelsattar et al., show that
cyberchondria can make people worry a lot about their
health and feel anxious. This is because they may
become obsessed with checking their symptoms and
spend a lot of time on the internet looking for
information about their health.!® This matches with the
study of Rahme, C., et al., that suggest being obsessive
might be a big part of cyberchondria. But it's not clear if
the need to constantly search for health information
online is a way to seek reassurance if it's just a general
habit of using the internet too much, or maybe it's both.??
Fang, S. and Mushtaque, 1.,said that some people who
worry a lot about their health spend a lot of time looking
for answers online. They might feel better at first, but
then they start to worry more and more.? It can become
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like an addiction. The reason why people can't stop using
the internet even when it hurts them is because they are
addicted.

The results of this study show that being obsessed with
searching for health information online can make people
feel more depressed. Generally, being addicted to the
Internet or online gaming is often connected to feeling
depressed.?* Based on what we found, being worried
about having health problems because of the internet
doesn't always mean your life will be worse. One reason
for this result could be that some people feel anxious
when looking for health information online, but others
feel better because of their existing vulnerabilities.?
However, this type of relief may only last for a short time
and you may need to keep searching online for a longer-
lasting solution. This can lead to a compulsive need for
reassurance and result in losing control. This could help
us understand why, in our research, cyberchondria only
leads to a decrease in quality of life after considering the
impact of obsessive-compulsive symptoms and Internet
addiction. Recent research showed that a new issue
called cyberchondria may be connected to health anxiety
and obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD). This
research is useful for psychologists to better understand
cyberchondria and its different parts. This study can help
doctors because it shows that people who look for health
information online might not trust their doctors and
doubt their skills. Also, it demonstrated the importance
of government oversight of medical websites to ensure
their accountability. Only medical professionals should
have authority over health-related content on these
websites.

Despite the implications of this study, there are certain
considerations that future researchers should take into
account. Using the Internet to find people for a study
may have left out certain groups of people who are not
familiar with technology. This means the study might
only include people who are comfortable using the
Internet and likely to look for health information online.
Furthermore, the research utilized information reported
by the subjects to investigate the variables being studied.
Self-reported measures are more likely to show what
people think others want to hear.

5. Conclusion

This study shows that feeling constantly worried about
your health and obsessively checking the internet for
information can make you feel more anxious and
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stressed, and can also lower your quality of life. Our
research reveals an important aspect of cyberchondria
behaviour: the tendency to be compulsive. In addition,
these findings provide new information about
cyberchondria by looking at how it relates to certain
psychological ideas that haven't been studied much
before.

Institutional Review Board Approval
RMCS/ERC/06/23

13-06-2023

Rai Medical College, Sargodha

CONFLICTS OF INTEREST- None

Financial support: None to report.

Potential competing interests: None to report
Contributions:

M.U, S.A - Conception of study

- Experimentation/Study Conduction

A.A, B.H, S.A, A.l - Analysis/Interpretation/Discussion
M.U, A, B.H, A.I - Manuscript Writing

M.U, A.A, A, S.A - Critical Review

All authors approved the final version to be published
& agreed to be accountable for all aspects of the work.

References

1. Abdelsattar M, Derar E, Salem AA, Al-Mujaim F.
Cyberchondria Severity, Health Anxiety, and Health Locus of
Control: The Mediation Role of COVID-19 Anxiety. Asean
Journal of Psychiatry. 2021 Mar 2;22.
https://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&profile=e
host&scope=site&authtype=crawler&jrnl=22317805&AN=15
0244380&h=0ZEWx%2FHBoM%2BwoqfFg4yvOwR0%2BZ
9550vKTWmwxVF90CsWLGrMHUSAJL3EsKCVyXg12ZM
MY AyegAati3cpl8i3TA%3D%3Dé&ecrl=c.
Abu Khait A, Mrayyan MT, Al-Rjoub S, Rababa M, Al-
Rawashdeh S. Cyberchondria, anxiety sensitivity,
hypochondria, and internet addiction: Implications for mental
health professionals. Current Psychology. 2023
Nov;42(31):27141-52. https://doi.org/10.1007/s12144-022-
03815-3
3. Ambrosini F, Truzoli R, Vismara M, Vitella D, Biolcati R. The
effect of cyberchondria on anxiety, depression and quality of
life during COVID-19: the mediational role of obsessive-
compulsive symptoms and Internet addiction. Heliyon. 2022
May 1;8(5). https://doi.org/10.1016/j.heliyon.2022.e09437
Menon V, Kar SK, Tripathi A, Nebhinani N, Varadharajan N.
Cyberchondria: conceptual relation with health anxiety,
assessment, management and prevention. Asian Journal of
Psychiatry. 2020 Oct 1;53:102225.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ajp.2020.102225.
5. Bajcar B, Babiak J. Self-esteem and cyberchondria: The
mediation effects of health anxiety and obsessive-compulsive

623

10.

11.

13.

15.

16.

symptoms in a community sample. Current Psychology. 2021
Jun;40:2820-31.https://doi.org/10.1007/s12144-019-00216-x
Btachnio A, Przepiorka A, Kot P, Cudo A, Steuden S. The role
of emotional functioning in the relationship between health
anxiety and cyberchondria. Current Psychology. 2022 Dec
19:1-1. https://doi.org/10.1007/s12144-022-04126-3
Ciutkowicz M, Misiak B, Szcze$niak D, Grzebieluch J,
Maciaszek J, Rymaszewska J. Social Support mediates the
Association between Health anxiety and quality of life:
findings from a cross-sectional study. International Journal of
Environmental Research and Public Health. 2022 Oct
10;19(19):12962. https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph191912962
Song X, Li D, Hu J, Yang R, Wan Y, Fang J, Zhang S.
Moderating role of health literacy on the association between
alexithymia and depressive symptoms in middle school
students. International Journal of Environmental Research and
Public Health. 2020 Aug;17(15):5321.
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph17155321

Hashemi SG, Hosseinnezhad S, Dini S, Griffiths MD, Lin CY,
Pakpour AH. The mediating effect of the cyberchondria and
anxiety sensitivity in the association between problematic
internet use, metacognition beliefs, and fear of COVID-19
among Iranian online population. Heliyon. 2020 Oct 1;6(10).
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.heliyon.2020.e05135.

Fergus TA. Cyberchondria and intolerance of uncertainty:
examining when individuals experience health anxiety in
response to Internet searches for medical information.
Cyberpsychology, Behavior, and Social Networking. 2013 Oct
1;16(10):735-9. https://doi.org/10.1089/cyber.2012.0671
Vismara M, Caricasole V, Starcevic V, Cinosi E, Dell'Osso B,
Martinotti G, Fineberg NA. Is cyberchondria a new
transdiagnostic digital compulsive syndrome? A systematic
review of the evidence. Comprehensive psychiatry. 2020 May
1;99:152167.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.comppsych.2020.152167

. Wu X, Nazari N, Griffiths MD. Using fear and anxiety related

to COVID-19 to predict cyberchondria: Cross-sectional survey
study. Journal of Medical Internet Research. 2021 Jun
9;23(6):226285. 10.2196/26285

Peng RX. How online searches fuel health anxiety:
Investigating the link between health-related searches, health
anxiety, and future intention. Computers in Human Behavior.
2022 Nov 1;136:107384.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2022.107384

McMullan RD, Berle D, Arnaez S, Starcevic V. The
relationships between health anxiety, online health information
seeking, and cyberchondria: Systematic review and meta-
analysis. Journal of affective disorders. 2019 Feb 15;245:270-
8. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jad.2018.11.037.

Santoro G, Starcevic V, Scalone A, Cavallo J, Musetti A,
Schimmenti A. The doctor is in (ternet): the mediating role of
health anxiety in the relationship between somatic symptoms
and cyberchondria. Journal of Personalized Medicine. 2022
Sep 12;12(9):1490. https://doi.org/10.3390/jpm12091490.
Yal¢in I, Boysan M, Eskisu M, Cam Z. Health anxiety model
of cyberchondria, fears, obsessions, sleep quality, and negative
affect during COVID-19. Current Psychology. 2022 Mar 14:1-
8. https://doi.org/10.1007/s12144-022-02987-2



JRMC Vol. 28 (Issue 4)

Journal of Rawalpindi Medical College

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

25.

Khazaal Y, Chatton A, Rochat L, Hede V, Viswasam K,
Penzenstadler L, Berle D, Starcevic V. Compulsive health-
related internet use and cyberchondria. European addiction
research. 2021 Jan 4;27(1):58-66.
https://doi.org/10.1159/000510922.

Newby JM, McElroy E. The impact of internet-delivered
cognitive behavioural therapy for health anxiety on
cyberchondria. Journal of anxiety disorders. 2020 Jan
1;69:102150. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.janxdis.2019.102150.
Zangoulechi Z, Yousefi Z, Keshavarz N. The role of anxiety
sensitivity, intolerance of uncertainty, and obsessive-
compulsive symptoms in the prediction of cyberchondria.
Advances in Bioscience and Clinical Medicine. 2018 Oct
31;6(4):1-6. https://doi.org/10.7575/aiac.abcmed.v.6n.4p.1.
Starcevic V, Berle D, Arnaez S. Recent insights into
cyberchondria. Current Psychiatry Reports. 2020 Nov;22:1-8.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11920-020-01179-8.

Oniszczenko W. Anxious temperament and cyberchondria as
mediated by fear of COVID-19 infection: A cross-sectional
study. PLoS One. 2021 Aug 5;16(8):¢0255750.
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0255750.

Rahme C, Akel M, Obeid S, Hallit S. Cyberchondria severity
and quality of life among Lebanese adults: the mediating role
of fear of COVID-19, depression, anxiety, stress and
obsessive—compulsive behavior—a structural equation model
approach. BMC psychology. 2021 Dec;9(1):1-2.
https://doi.org/10.1186/s40359-021-00674-8

Fang S, Mushtaque I. The Moderating Role of Health Literacy
and Health Promoting Behavior in the Relationship among
Health Anxiety, Emotional Regulation, and Cyberchondria.
Psychology Research and Behavior Management. 2024 Dec
31:51-62.
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.2147/PRBM.S446448
Zheng H, Sin SC, Kim HK, Theng YL. Cyberchondria: a
systematic review. Internet Research. 2020 Oct 27;31(2):677-
98. https://doi.org/10.1108/INTR-03-2020-0148.

Mathes BM, Norr AM, Allan NP, Albanese BJ, Schmidt NB.
Cyberchondria: Overlap with health anxiety and unique
relations with impairment, quality of life, and service
utilization. Psychiatry research. 2018 Mar 1;261:204-11.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychres.2018.01.002.

624



