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ABSTRACT
The emergence of influencers and extravagant use of social networking sites for various reasons has started shaping life. ‘Linktree — the
2022 creator report’ states 4.62 billion users of the social media, its multiplying drastically each year; if we see percentage wise it is
highest in India. As there is no check post during content creation and posting it online loads of unverified information is available
online.
Objective: This study aims to determine the dependency and aptitude of dental and paramedical youth for their own health care be it
physical, mental, dietary, dental and medical advice.
Methods: This study assessed the Time of usage of internet, the platform they visit to seek preliminary advice, and their ability to
distinguish between factual and or mythical content online.
Result: The research found that although the participants perceived of negative impact of usage of social media and the study found
out that there are high chances of encountering mythical content online if it was their only source of seeking advice. Study also found
that participants have reversed few habits after debunking myths when they consulted a professional.
Conclusion: Although factual information may be available which may be helpful, online use of social media platforms for health may

be a double edged sword.
KEY WORDS: Social Media, Dietary Advice, Health Advice

INTRODUCTION

Social Media

A platform that enables its users to engage with one another
verbally and visually on various networking channels on the
internet. Nearly 92% actively use internet based socializing
platforms even before before the end of teenage and beginning of
young adulthood. In today’s rapidly changing world Social media
has gained a recognition of being a double edged sword (1). As
per the projection claimed the number of internet users in the
world by 2025 to be approximately 5.41 billion (2). For India the
numbers are staggering at almost 20.4% of total internet users
being only in India and the YoY (year on Year) growth of internet
users is also approximately 8% rising from 886 million in 2024 to
more than 900 million internet users, as per Internet and mobile
association of India, it splits one of the largest consumer share of
data worldwide (3).

As the consumers of internet are increasing so is the demand to
create content is; the number being over 207 million creators
worldwide out of which only 23million creators have followers
less than 1000 the rest 184 million users have followers above it.
The unprecedented Exposure to vast amounts of digital
information, along with changing modes of media

consumption, could alter cognitive mechanisms involved in

information organization.(4) One of the fork of content creators
out of all the domains are health advisors or the ones who claim
to be providing health and wellness tips online through Instagram
reels/ YouTube shorts etc. (5).

Although the number is not very clear on the exact number of such
creators on an average every 10" reel/shorts etc. when scrolled
will be tipping on health or diet or physical or mental routine in
it, which may be an algorithm of use.

This paper aims at exploring the qualitative as well as quantitative
aspects in parallel — of the internet users in India targeting the
youth and young adults, their experiences and their 1% go to on
the internet regarding physical/mental health, diet, dental, or
medical issues; with reasons and their aptitude to distinguish
factual and mythical information available on the internet.

MATERIAL AND METHODS

The current study was undertaken on students of randomly
selected cities firstly - Nagpur and Bhubaneshwar, followed by
randomly selected dental & paramedical colleges of these cities
further followed by randomly selected students in these colleges
a total of approximately 7500 students were the target population.
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Ethical clearance was obtained; after explaining the need of the
study briefly and confidentiality warranted an online survey link
was shared to the randomly selected students based on their roll
numbers a simple random sampling technique was adopted in
form of lottery system among students. Those students willing to
participate in the survey- were included in the study until the
predetermined sample size of 366 students ) (183 from each city)
responded within a fortnight making it a cross sectional research.
Those not willing to participate, Adults & Elderly people were
excluded from the study.

Prior to commencing the main study, a pilot study - with a
structured questionnaire comprising of both open as well as
closed ended questions was administered to 30 randomly selected
students for checking the validity of the questionnaire. The
questionnaire apart from demographics included questions
regarding their time of usage of internet, the platform they visit in
case of a physical, mental or social ill health to seek preliminary
advice, and whether they were able to distinguish between factual
and or mythical content online; with open ended questions for
obtaining qualitative data for which health trends they followed
using online media, details of checking and debunking content

A directed acyclic graph (DAG) to represent the study

Socio-demographic variables, baseline health behaviors, and
healthcare access were treated as confounders. Cognition-related
variables such as trust, confidence, and fact-checking behavior
were modeled as mediators influencing health behaviors and
outcomes.

RESULTS

Basic Demographic data: A total of 366 responses to the survey
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available online and other predicted outcomes. Qualitative
responses were analyzed using thematic analysis.

The quantitative data was analyzed using the GNU PSPP
Statistical Analysis Software for the descriptive analysis
Frequencies, mean+/-SD, Chi square test and Spearman’s test was
used for association and correlation at confidence interval 95% (p
value was set at <0.05).

Both these findings were finally converged to conceptualize the
current trend of internet usage for health determinants.
Independent variables included social media exposure
characteristics such as duration of use, platforms utilized, and
frequency of seeking health advice. Dependent variables
comprised health behavior changes, mental and physical health
outcomes, and health-related decision- making. Potential
confounders including age, education level, baseline health status,
healthcare access, and prior health routines were adjusted for in
multivariable analyses.

() sample size calculated by OpenEpi, Version 3, open source
calculator—SSPropor- attached as Annexure
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taken equally from both the cities Nagpur and Bhubaneshwar and
were considered for data evaluation. Out of which 306
participants were females, 59 were males, and 1 did not prefer to
disclose the gender.

125 had completed their High school and were in various years of
their higher studies, 231 had already completed their Diploma or
Bachelors and 10 were pursuing Masters.
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312 out of 366 were consumers of online data and only 44 among
them were also content creators, and most of them verified before

posting anything online but 4 out of the content creators did not
verify the content before posting their content online.

Time spent on social media

Less than 1 hour 37
1-3 hours 275
>3 hours 54

Overall 329 (89.89%) respondents spent more than 1 hour on social media.

Advice seeking pattern on social media

Type and Dietary advice | Physical Health Mental health Medical advice| Dental Advice
frequency Advice Advice
Never 38 32 60 63 84
Rarely 70 68 87 88 103
Sometimes 141 150 123 142 108
Often 88 90 71 58 57
Always 29 26 25 15 14
Total 366 366 366 366 366

Verification of online content: A staggering 248 (67.7%)
participants rarely verified online health advice received on
social media with professional healthcare advisor; among
which 53(14.4%) participants never verified factuality of the
content. Those who verified the health advice online.

Influence on eating/exercise routine: 75 out of 366
participants claimed to have no influence whereas 80
participants had moderate to strong influence on their eating or
exercising routine.

Self-Medication/Self Supplementation: 299 did not self-
medicate or self-supplemented themselves; and only 67
participants took some supplement like biotin or protein

powder or painkillers to relieve mild to moderate pain based on
social media data/content.

Trust on traditional methods like books/ physical doctor
consultation: 247 participants agreed to the point that
compared to traditional sources like physical doctor
consultation and advice and books they had lesser trust on
social media content related to health info.

Platforms most visited for health advice (participants asked to
mention all that they used) Shows highest used platform to be
google followed by YouTube, Instagram, chatgpt and
Facebook; some other platforms were also rarely used.

Most sought platforms for health advice

RESEARCH WEBSITES LIKE MAYO ETC
SNAP CHAT
REDDIT
CHAT GPT/OTHER Al
YOUTUBE
INSTAGRAM
FACEBOOK

GOOGLE

0 50

Misleading Information received online: a 115(31.4%)
participants reported to have received misleading information
online to those in search of an advice online without physically

100 150 200 250 300

visiting the doctor.
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80(21.8%) participants have stopped after debunking a
mythical advice on the online content.

Impact on Health: 22(6%) claimed to have worsened their
health with their time on social media 73(19.9%) claimed to
have improved their health 271(74%) among had reported - no
change in their health status.

Participants’ baseline health habits and change in habits if

any: Only 69(18.8%) followed some or the other routine prior
to social media like exercise, yoga, morning walk etc., and
252(68.8%)

participants did not change but 114 (31.1%) had changed their
health decision post compared to prior usage of social media.
Their confidence level about distinguishing factual to mythical
information in online content and it was found that

Confidence in distinguishing mythical and Factual content online
Not confident 24(6.5%)

Slightly confident 98(26.7|%)

Moderately confident 172(46.9%)

Quite confident 54(14.7%)

Very confident 18(4.9%)

Current sleep and stress levels: 140(38.2%) individuals
pointed out on the fact that usage of social media decreased
their sleep and increased the anxiety level, 196(53.5%) did not
report any change in sleep or stress levels, and 30(8.1%)
participants claim to have increased sleep but also increased
stress level.

Although 100 participants have mentioned social media being
beneficial / very helpful for their health, 86 participants claimed
it to be harmful and the rest 180 opined it being neither harmful
nor helpful for their health.

Prediction/belief if they quit/reduce social media usage:
300(81.9%) out of 366 participants predicted to have better
sleep less anxiety and better time management if they reduced
social media use. A statistically significant impact on usage of
social media “Perceived negative impact of social media on
health showed a significant positive correlation with sleep
disturbance and stress levels (Spearman’s p=0.42, p <0.001).”

“Frequent seeking of mental health advice on social media was
significantly associated with higher likelihood of encountering
misleading health information (p = 0.002).”

DISCUSSION

In this study we found that there is a perception of negative
impact of social media on health, and high chances of coming
across deceptive content on seeking advice online among youth
of both Nagpur as well as Bhubaneshwar students.

A collective result of the full sample is given above as no
statistical (quantitative)/thematic (qualitative) difference was
seen among the students of Nagpur and Bhubaneshwar city.

As the target population was students of Dental and
paramedical college all had completed minimum higher
secondary school (12) which was also the intention to target
the youth for this study.
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All the students were consumers of online content with only 44
out of them also being creators of content online. It was found
that 4 students who were content creators did not verify the
content before posting anything online which is almost 10
percent. This highlights a fact that there is no gatekeeping
available for posting only verified content online, in today’s
world one is free to post anything which gains more views
irrespective of it being authentic/no. this finding was similar to
the one quoted in a systematic review by Bernadette Paul and
Sely-Ann Headly- Johnson who also stated that there are

unprecedented opportunities for healthcare promotion online.
(6)

In this study nearly 90% of the respondents spent more than 1
hour online consuming content online, a paper by B Keles et al
highlighted that the higher the time spent on SNS (Social
Networking sites) was associated with stress and anxiety.
Similar finding were recorded of the findings of the study by
Abinaya M. and Elena Fumagalli et al also stated considerable
amount spent on social media is addictive and can affect the
psychological well-being of adolescents (" 7> ® Although this
paper only deals with the cognition (perception) of youth with
social media & its content and health, studies regarding stress
and anxiety need to be focused on youth in India as well.

In advice seeking pattern it was recorded that

a. 299(81.6%) participants had sought for online dietary
advice- rarely, sometimes, often; 29 — (7.9%) always
sought for dietary advice online, only (10.3%) - 38
participants never sought online dietary advice.

b. 300(81.9%) participants sought for online physical
advice- rarely, sometimes, often; 26 — (7.1%) always
sought for physical advice online, only (8.7%) - 32
participants never sought online physical advice.

c. 281(76.7%) participants sought for mental advice —rarely,
sometime, and often; 25 — (6.8%) always sought for
mental health advice online whereas (16.3%) 60
participants never sought for mental health advice online.

d. 288(78.6%) participant sought for medical advice —
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rarely, sometime and often; only 15(4%) always sought
for medical advice online and (17.2%) 63 participants
never sought any medical advice online.

e. 268(73.2%) participants sought for dental advice online —
rarely, sometimes or often; only 14(3.8%) always sought
for dental advice online and (22.9%) 84 participants never
sought for any dental advice online.

On an average only 5.92% participants always and 15 .08%
never sought for any Dietary, Physical, Mental, Medical or
Dental advice online.

This study tries to detect the advice seeking pattern online
which on an average shows that 78.8% seek dietary physical
mental medical or dental advice rarely/sometimes /often;
whereas most of the studies done previously have targeted on
assessing the mental health of adolescents and youth and
associated it with use of social media and most of it have
concluded in similar manner stating use of social media impacts
the mental health of young minds. 7% %

This study also persuaded to check whether the advice
participants sought online was verified or no to which it was
found that 248 (67.7%) participants rarely verified online
advice by physically visiting an expert, 53 (14.4%) participants
never verified the content by an expert which shows that the
influence of social media has changed the way of distinguishing
between what’s right and wrong and the youth is now more
dependent on social media content, which if not monitored now
would negatively impact their mental health, this was in unison
with studies done by betul keles et al; and Mireya Marquez and
Nancy J. Karling who highlighted that Generation Z report a
more negative impact on mental health as influenced by the use
of any of the three prominent forms of social media.(’> ¥

Although in this study only 67(18.3%) self-medicated or self-
supplemented themselves with painkillers, biotin, vitamin,
protein supplements there is a need to regulate availability of
various medications and supplements to be available over the
counter as over consumption of these medications or
supplements may have adverse effects and there is also a need
for regulating the availability of such medicines and
supplements the need for more stricter regulations is also
highlighted in the paper by Prashant Narang et al stated
Prioritizing the utmost safety of the consumers and evident
need of strong regulatory framework with respect to OTC
drugs.(19

The most sought platform online for medical advice was google
followed by YouTube, Instagram, chat gpt. Chat gpt being the
new advanced Al Chabot from Open Al it uses large language
model (LLM) to understand and generate human-like text,
acting as versatile assistant for writing, coding, answering
questions, explaining complex topics, and brainstorming ideas,
essentially providing direct, conversational answers rather than
just list of links like traditional search engines. All search

engines including Chat gpt are undoubtedly gaining momentum
for searches for dietary, physical, mental, medical and dental
advice, this study also highlighted misleading information
received online by 115 participants, 80 participants also
claimed to have debunked a mythical information online and
have stopped some or the other practice they had picked up via
online content. Although chat gpt uses LLM its use has to be
done with wariness and critical assessment which was also
highlighted by Jeyaraman M et al. ') William C Culp Jr also
highlighted that chat gpt can make mistakes and should be used
with caution quoting a reply from Chat gpt “ChatGPT: You’re
correct, my previous response was not accurate. [ apologize for
the confusion. Since I don’t have access to any specific data on
this topic. As an Al language model, I generate responses based
on patterns in the data I was trained on, and I may occasionally
produce errors or inaccuracies.” (12

This study to check cognition of health information available
online further targeted Confidence in distinguishing mythical
and Factual content online to which the survey found that only
19.6% people were quite to very confident about distinguishing
between factual and mythical content online. Majority
participants 80.4% were not confident/ slightly confident or
merely moderately confident being able to distinguish factual
and mythical content online. The age till 24 which is target
population of this study and also nearly 50% of Indian
population struggle to make certain important decisions for
their own; this could be due to a fact also highlighted by Tanya
jain in her paper that by the age 25 intellect is still in the
establishment phase which needs to be nurtured and groomed
for better decision making as these youngsters grow.(!®

This study further analysed changes in sleeping patterns 46.3%

participants reported changes in sleeping patterns because of
social media usage among which 38.2% reported to have
decreased sleep and 8.1% participants increased sleep. Change
in regular sleeping patterns gravely affects one’s health, and use
of social media to be the culprit of this change would affect
individuals mental health negatively,® this finding is supported
by Marta Rutkowska et al who also states that Sleep disorders
pose an increased risk for mental health disorders, such as
anxiety, stress, depression and ADHD: ' 86 participants of
this study also agree to the fact that use of social media was
harmful for their health.

Participants of current study were asked to predict the changes
in their lives ones they reduce the use of social media to which
majority 300 participants predicted for a positive and better
outcome like better sleep, better time management and less
stress, as there is no ostiary in content available online the
media such youth are targeted seems to be stressful and
engaging which when reduced proportionally reduces stress
and give opportunity to mange time efficiently. This was
similar to the conclusive of Fumagalli et al’s paper that social
media is addictive and a considerable amount of time is spent
® this directly or indirectly induces stress to complete the more
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important works and daily chores in time as it gets wasted on
social media and eye fatigue may cause mental tiredness which
also reduces the grasping power.

As this being 1% of its kind cross sectional study on only Dental
and paramedical students; we can only predict the association
and not causation for seeking health advice and encountering
misleading information. For broader generalization further
longitudinal studies targeting general population and other age
groups as well shall be considered in future studies.

CONCLUSION

To summarize that although participants had perception of
social media negatively impacting their lives it was seen that
youth of dental and paramedical colleges had been secking
advice from social media; their mental process of acquiring
knowledge which most important aspect to identify their
cognition. It was also seen that there were higher chances of
encountering misleading information online which calls for
stronger gatekeeping for posting and consuming available
content online especially for dietary, physical, mental, medical
and dental advising. As information becomes more abundant
and increasingly consumed through the inescapable digital
screens, the brain’s methods of organizing information may be
reshaped hence it is needed to train youth to critically evaluate
before believing any available information on social media.
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