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INTRODUCTION

The pandemic outbreak of COVID-19 has 
imposed a critical situation of public health 
in the world (1). Then, health prevention 
behaviors were very important in stopping 
the spread of the virus. Accessing the accurate 

information sources, especially the official 
one has played a crucial role in practicing the 
right actions to protect ourselves during the 
pandemic. Although Vietnam reported its first 
case of COVID-19 on January 23, 2020, it 
reported only a little more than 300 cases and 
zero deaths over the following four months 

Information searching behaviors among Vietnamese students during 
first wave of the COVID-19 pandemic 

Nguyen Hoang Thuy Linh 1, Tran Xuan Minh Tri 1*, Nguyen Thi Mien Ha 1, Hoang Dinh 
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ABSTRACT

Objective: This study aims to describe the COVID-19 related information searching behaviors and 
the relationship between those behaviors and the satisfaction with the COVID-19 related information 
searched on the Internet among university students during first wave of the COVID-19 pandemic in 
Vietnam.

Methods: A cross-sectional study was conducted by a web-based survey from April 25, 2020 to May 
9, 2020. Convenient sample with the method of snowball sampling was applied, 1003 students were 
obtained totally. Multivariable logistic regression model was used to identify the associations between 
those behaviors and the satisfaction with the COVID-19 related information searched on the Internet.

Results: Search engines were the most popular sources used for online COVID-19 information seeking 
(95.3%), followed by Social media (92.4%) and News portals (91.6%). About 90% of participants 
searched the information related to the current spread of the coronavirus, followed by symptoms of the 
COVID-19 (81.8%) and individual measures to protect against infection (81.9%). Vietnamese remains 
the main language of the sources with 70.3% of participants used. There’s 45.8% of participant satisfied 
about the COVID-19 related information. The group of participants who sought information about 
prevention was 0.47 times less dissatisfied than the group that did not search.

Conclusion: There are significant associations between searching topics related to prevention and the 
COVID-19 related information satisfaction searched on the Internet. These results highlight the need 
for providing efficient information related to the COVID-19 pandemic as well as seriously consider 
focusing more on social media to better bring official information to the public.

Keywords: COVID-19, information searching behaviors, university students, satisfaction
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(4,5). On January 9, the Ministry of Health 
first warned citizens of the threat; since then, 
the government has communicated frequently 
with the public, adding a short prevention 
statement to every phone call placed in the 
country, texting people directly, and taking 
advantage of Vietnam’s high use of social 
media (7,8). Therefore, technology has played 
a key role in the monitoring of suspected and 
confirmed infected patients, contributing to 
the overall success of Vietnam’s pandemic 
prevention (6).

The Internet was the largest and fastest source 
to obtain health information, and millions of 
people seeking health information online 
every day (2). Access to accurate and up-to-
date information was essential for individual 
and collective decision making, especially 
at times of emergency (12). In the context 
of the COVID-19 pandemic, people around 
the world were forced to stay at home and 
turn to the Internet for work and to stay 
connected with others. As the COVID-19 
outbreak has continued, the need to obtain 
information about the disease, its prevention, 
and risk communication has become greater 
for people. Mass media have been cited as 
a promising means with which to provide 
health-related information that potentially 
impacts audiences’ behavioral outcomes on a 
large scale (10,11). 

Therefore, research on online health-seeking 
behaviors during a pandemic has played a 
crucial part, especially for the students, who 
have to miss school for a long time because 
of COVID-19 and are heavily affected by the 
pandemic. However, there are not many studies 
on this issue in Vietnam as well as in the world. 
This study aims to describe the COVID-19 
related information searching behaviors and 
the associations between those behaviors and 
the satisfaction with the COVID-19 related 

information searched on the Internet among 
university students during first wave of the 
COVID-19 pandemic in Vietnam. 

METHODOLOGY

Design

Cross-sectional study.

Time and location 

The study was conducted through an online 
survey from April 25, 2020 to May 9, 2020 - 
the time after the social distancing due to the 
COVID-19 was loosened in Vietnam and life 
is gradually back to normal.

Subjects

Undergraduates or graduate students of the 
Vietnamese universities, aged 18 years or 
older and living in Vietnam during the survey 
period and be able to access the online form.

Sampling method

Convenient sample with snowball sampling 
method was applied. Students were 
encouraged to widely share the survey 
link for other participants. Sample size 
was all participants completing the online 
questionnaire during collecting data period. 
Finally, 1003 students were obtained. 

Variables

Dependent variable: The satisfaction about 
the information searched on the Internet 
for Coronavirus includes 5 levels (very 
dissatisfied; dissatisfied; partly partly; 
satisfied; very satisfied). 

The level of information satisfaction was 
divided into 2 groups: Dissatisfied (very 
dissatisfied, dissatisfied); Satisfied (very 
satisfied, satisfied, partly partly).
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Independent variables:

-	 Characteristics of study participants: sex 
(male, female, others); age group; field of 
study (medicine/health science, others); 

-	 Sources used for online COVID-19 
information seeking: the question includes 
11 answer labels is adapted from Marstedt 
(2018) (17). The response includes 5 levels 
(often, sometimes, rarely, never, don’t know) 
are recorded into 2 variables: Yes (often, 
sometimes) and No (rarely, never, don’t know). 
These variables are combined into 3 groups: (1) 
Sources of information from the Government 
(Yes/No) includes Websites of public bodies, 
Guidebook-communities, Health portals, 
News portals. (2) Social media (Yes/No) 
includes Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, and 
YouTube. (2) Other online information 
channels (Yes/No) include Search engines, 
Wikipedia and other online-encyclopedias, 
Blogs on health topics, Websites of doctors 
or health insurance companies, Others. If 
the answer of the participants is “Yes” for at 
least one source among each group, it will be 
calculated as “Yes” for that group. 

-	 Content of the searching information 
related to the Coronavirus: the question 
includes 10 answer options is adapted 
from COVID-19 Health Literacy Survey: 
University Students (COVID-HL Survey), 
questionnaire and scale documentation 
(18). The 10 answer options are combined 
into 3 groups: (1) Topic related to treatment 
(Yes/No) includes the current spread of 
the coronavirus, transmission routes of the 
coronavirus, symptoms of theCOVID-19. (2) 
Topic related to prevention (Yes/No) includes 
individual measures to protect against 
infection, hygiene regulations, restrictions. 
(3) Other topics (Yes/No) include current 
situation assessments and recommendations, 
economic and social consequences of the 

Coronavirus, dealing with psychological 
stress caused by the Coronavirus. If the 
answer of the participants is “Yes” for at 
least one source among each group, it will be 
calculated as “Yes” for that group. 

-	 Languages of the sources (Vietnamese, 
English, Both). 

Datacollection

Data are collected in the form of online 
surveys by Microsoft Forms and shared on 
social networking(such as Email, Facebook, 
Zalo, etc.).

Data analysis

Descriptive analysis was used to describe the 
percentage of participant searching behaviors 
about the COVID-19 related information.

Multivariable logistic regression analysis 
by the enter method was utilized to evaluate 
the independent associations between the 
outcome variables (the satisfaction with the 
COVID-19 related information searched on 
the Internet) and those searching behaviors 
(including sources used for online COVID-19 
information seeking, content of the searching 
information related to Coronavirus, languages 
of the sources) after adjusting the potential 
confounding variables (gender, age group, 
field of study) among universities students 
during first wave of the COVID-19 pandemic 
in Vietnam with 95% confidence. The level 
α = 0.05 was used to determine as statistical 
significance results. Data were processed 
using SPSS 20.0 software.

Research ethics

The study was approved by the Medical 
Ethics Council of Hue University of Medicine 
and Pharmacy, approval number H2020/050 
signed on April 20, 2020. Participant’s 
information is for research purposes only.
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RESULTS

Table 1. Characteristics of study participants (n=1003)

Characteristic n %
Gender Male 300 29.9

Female 701 69.9
Other 2 0.2

Age < 25 917 91.4
≥ 25 86 8.6
Mean ± SD 21.4 ± 3.1

Field of study Medicine/Health science 842 83.9
Others 161 16.1

Table 1 indicates the characteristics of 
1003 participants, of whom over two-third 
were females and over 80% of participants 

belonged to medicine/health sciences groups. 
91.4% of participants are under 25 years old.

Table 2. Sources used for online COVID-19 information seeking (n=1003)

n %

Sources of information from the Government 984 98.1

Websites of public bodies 758 75.6

Guidebook-communities 501 50.0

Health portals  713 71.1

News portals 919 91.6

Social media 737 73.5

Social media 927 92.4

YouTube 776 77.4

Other online information channels 989 98.6

Search engines 956 95.3

Wikipedia and other online-encyclopedias 648 64.6

Blogs on health topics 533 53.1

Websites of doctors or health insurance companies 546 54.4

Others 439 43.8
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Table 2 shows that search engines were 
the most popular sources used for online 
COVID-19 information seeking (95.3%), 
followed by Social media (92.4%) and 

News portals (91.6%). Besides, over 70% of 
participants used YouTube, websites of public 
bodies and health portals.

Table 3. Content of the searching information related the Coronavirus (n=1003)

 n  %

Related to treatment 982 97.9

Current spread of the coronavirus 951 94.8

Transmission routes of the coronavirus 693 69.1

Symptoms of COVID-19 820 81.8

Related to prevention 878 87.5

Individual measures to protect against infection 821 81.9

Hygiene regulations 610 60.8

Restrictions 641 63.9

Other topics 793 79.1

Current situation assessments and recommendations 621 61.9

Economic and social consequences of the Coronavirus 565 56.3

Dealing with psychological stress caused by the Coronavirus 378 37.7

Others 8 0.8

About 95% of participants searched the 
information related to the current spread 
of the coronavirus, while the figures for 

symptoms of COVID-19 and individual 
measures to protect against infection were 
lower, at approximately 82%. 

Table 4. Languages of the sources (n=1003)

n %

Vietnamese 705 70.3

English 6 0.6

Both 292 29.1

Vietnamese remains the main language of the 
sources with 70.3% of participants used, while 

0,6% of participants searched information by 
English only. 
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Figure 1. COVID-19 related information satisfaction (%) (n=1003)

The percentage of satisfied group is the 
highest (45.8%), while the very satisfied and 

very dissatisfied group’s one are only 4.3% 
and 5.5%.

Table 6. Multivariable associations between the COVID-19 related information 
satisfaction and information searching behaviors among Vietnamese students during 

COVID-19 pandemic

Dissatisfaction

AOR* (95% CI) p

Information sources

Sources of information from   the 
Government

Yes 1

No 0.00 (N/A) 0.998

Social media 

Yes 1

No 0.71 (0.37 – 1.38) 0.308

Other online information channels

Yes 1

No 0.00 (N/A) 0.999

Searching topics

Topic related to treatment
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*AOR (adjusted Odd Ratio): adjusted for the 
characteristics of study participants (gender, 
age group, field of study). 

There are significant associations between 
searching topics related to prevention 
and the COVID-19 related information 
satisfaction when searching on the Internet 
(p<0.05). The group of participants who did 
seek information about prevention was less 
dissatisfied than the group that did not search. 
(AOR=0.47 (95%CI: 0.24-0.94)).

DISCUSSIONS	

Sources used for online COVID-19 
information seeking 

The Search engines were the most popular 
sources used for online COVID-19 information 
seeking (95.3%), following by Social media 
(92.4%) and News portals (91.6%). Besides, 
over 70% of participants used YouTube, 
Websites of public bodies and Health portals. 
In the light of the research in Bahrain 
which showed that the highest respondents’ 
information reliance was associated with the 
source of “social media accounts of official 

health organizations”, followed by “health 
care professionals” (3). Another study showed 
that social media has played a significant role 
in affecting the public during the COVID-19 
crisis, which 82.6% of participants used 
Facebook – the biggest social media in the 
world (13). In Indonesia, social media was the 
most widely accessed source of information 
besides online media and television (19). 
According to a research in China, mobile 
social networking apps (MSNs) were the most 
commonly used, followed by online news 
media and social media (20). 

In Vietnam, there were 64 million active 
Facebook users and 80 percent of smartphone 
users in Vietnam had the local social media 
apps (7, 8). With a strong and widespread 
power and attracting a large number of users, 
social media was becoming an effective 
communication channel, updating the 
epidemic’s developments as well as how to 
prevent COVID-19. Therefore, health policy-
makers should seriously consider focusing 
more on social media to better bring official 
information to the public. Apart from providing 
accurate and regular information about the 
pandemic to people through daily news portal, 

Tran Xuan Minh Tri et al.

No 1

Yes 0.60 (0.15 – 2.33) 0.459

Topic related to prevention

No 1

Yes 0.47 (0.24 – 0.94) 0.034

Other topics

No 1

Yes 1.57 (0.79 – 3.15) 0.201

Languages

Vietnamese 1

English and others   1.48 (0.80 – 2.76) 0.213
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the Government should step up to supply the 
trustworthy results in the search engines. 

Topic of the searching information about 
Coronavirus and related topics

About 95% of participants searched the 
information related to the current spread of 
the coronavirus, following by symptoms 
of the COVID-19 (81.8%) and individual 
measures to protect against infection (81.9%). 
According to a research using Google Trends 
to explore the Internet search activity related 
to COVID-19 from January to March 2020, 
information related to the symptoms of the 
COVID-19 is in the top five searches related 
to health at that time (15). Another study from 
Ahmed E. also showed that the information 
about symptoms of the disease and individual 
measures to protect against infection also 
occupy the rank 3 and 4 among the list of most 
popular information about COVID-19 (3).  

People seeking for information about the 
current spread of the virus, the symptoms 
of the disease and individual measures to 
protect against infection during the pandemic 
can be explained that these are the most basic 
information about the pandemic that the 
Government always remind, thereby helping 
people to be able to protect themselves from 
the infection with the virus.

Factors associated with the information 
satisfaction during COVID-19 pandemic 

Multivariate logistic regression model 
showed that the group of participants who 
sought information about prevention was 
0.47 times less dissatisfied than the group that 
did not search. The reasons can be explained 
that the people who sought information about 
how to prevent themselves from coronavirus 
such as individual measures to protect against 
infection, hygiene regulations and restrictions 
will have an accurate knowledge about the 

prevention, from which they can select the 
appropriate information and make decisions 
to better protect their health. A lack of 
adequate knowledge is probably the driving 
force for the public panic, particularly at the 
early stages of an outbreak (19). Therefore, it 
was essential for everyone to have full access 
to information about the pandemic, especially 
information related to prevention not only 
about physical health but also mental health 
during the pandemic.

Some limitations of the study include: 
the research subjects cannot represent all 
students in Vietnam. This research is based 
on Internet-based data collection so students 
in areas without the Internet cannot access 
it. The accuracy of the information provided 
by the subject has not been verified. A 
cross-sectional study cannot draw causal 
conclusions of the research problem.

CONCLUSIONS AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS 	

During first wave of the COVID-19 pandemic 
in Vietnam, search engines and social media 
were two of top popular sources used for 
online COVID-19 information seeking, 
while information related to the current 
spread of the coronavirus, symptoms of the 
disease COVID-19 and individual measures 
to protect against infection were the most 
popular topics. Vietnamese remains the main 
language of the sources. There are significant 
associations between searching topics related 
to prevention and the COVID-19 related 
information satisfaction when searching 
on the Internet. These results highlight 
the importance of providing accurate and 
reliable information related to the COVID-19 
pandemic. Therefore, the government needs 
to diversify official communication sources 
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to the people, especially on social media 
platforms in order to help people access the 
information in the most effective way. 
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