Investigating the Role of the Covid-19 Epidemic on Iranians' Search for Health
Information on the Internet During Six Outbreaks of the Disease from February 2020 to
April 2022

Abstract

The present study was conducted to investigate the information search behavior of Iranians on the Internet
during the period of COVID-19 and investigated the relationship between the peak of the disease and the
searches performed on the Internet. This research was fundamental in terms of purpose and descriptive in
terms of research method. The statistical population is the searches performed by Iranians from February
2020 to April 2022, and the investigated sample was the searched concepts related to anxiety and mental
health. The first part of the data was the searches that were extracted from the Google Trends website in
December 2022, the second part of the data, the daily statistics of death and new infections were received
from the Johns Hopkins University website. Data analysis was done with the Granger causality test and
Pearson correlation using Python version 3.12. The results show that the search for concepts related to
anxiety has grown at the beginning of the epidemic, the amount of searching for anxiety concepts at the
beginning of the epidemic has a positive and significant correlation with the number of deaths due to the
disease, in such a way that with the increase in deaths, the amount of anxiety searches should increase with
an interval of few days. With the decrease in deaths, these searches decreased, but after a few months, the
trend of anxiety searches decreased and no longer had a relationship with the number of deaths. At the
beginning of the epidemic, the search for psychological treatment was small, but after 9 months, it
increased, and with the increase in the number of deaths, these searches also increased. The results show
that internet searches can be a useful tool for monitoring community concerns.
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Extended Abstract

Aim

The present study was conducted to investigate the behavior of seeking health information online during
different phases of the COVID-19 pandemic in Iran. It specifically examined the relationship between the

rising number of COVID-19 cases and deaths with the online searches related to anxiety and psychological
treatment.

Methodology

This research was fundamental in terms of purpose and used a descriptive research methodology. The
statistical population includes all internet searches conducted by Iranians from February 2020 to April 2022,
while the statistical sample specifically includes searches linked to anxiety and psychological treatment.
The first part of the data of this research was the number of daily searches for anxiety-related topics and
psychological treatment, which was extracted from the Google Trends website during the six waves of the
COVID-19 disease in Iran. The second dataset consisted of daily records detailing new COVID-19
infections. These data were extracted from the mentioned sources in December 2022. Data analysis was
done in the framework of the autocorrelation vector model, and the Granger causality test and Pearson
correlation were used. Statistical calculations were done using Python version 3.12.1.

Methodology



The results of this research show that in the beginning, the correlation between the number of new COVID
cases and the search for anxiety concepts started increasing, followed by a decline in the correlation, which
means that at the beginning of the epidemic, with the rise in new COVID cases, the search for anxiety-
related concepts also increases. However, over time, this connection becomes weak.

Based on the Granger causality test results, during the first two waves of the pandemic, the pattern of new
cases predicted the pattern of anxiety-related searches, which shows by increasing the number of new cases,
searches related to anxiety will increase after a few days. Conversely, as the number of new cases declines,
a decreasing trend in these searches was observed. However, since the third wave of the pandemic, this
relationship has gone. The correlation between new cases and the search for psychological treatment was
nearly negligible in the beginning. However, it gradually increased over time. This achievement indicates
that starting from the third wave, the frequency of searches for psychological treatment enhanced with the
increase in disease-related deaths. In all pandemic waves, the trend of disease-related deaths can be
predicted by the frequency of seeking psychological treatment. This indicates that as the daily number of
deaths due to the illness increases, there is a subsequent increase in the search for psychological therapy
within a few days, and a decrease in fatalities corresponds to a decline in these searches.

Conclusion

The results show that the first reaction of people while dealing with the COVID-19 epidemic is fear and
anxiety. The number of new cases and deaths due to the disease is one of the sources of stress, which has
been regularly announced by the media on several occasions and contributes to increasing the level of
anxiety of people. However, due to the adaptation of people to the disease over time, the amount of anxiety
seeking has decreased. At the beginning of the epidemic, searching for information for psychological
treatment was not a high priority compared to physical health, but after a few months, people felt a greater
need to receive psychological treatment. This can be due to the COVID-19 epidemic and its consequences,
such as the constant experience of fear and anxiety, economic problems, and social distance, which led to
the reduction of social support, are the most important reasons.

Perhaps one of the reasons for the decrease in searches related to mental health in the third wave of the
disease is livelihood problems such as loss of work and lack of some food items that have affected these
searches. The results of this study show that monitoring people's searches on the Internet helps to understand
their concerns and can be a valuable and practical tool for planning the health system.

The identity of all the searchers has been hidden by Google Trends, so the privacy of the people is preserved.
In addition, this research has a code of ethics in research by the ethics committee of the University of
Tehran.
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