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What was already known on this topic:

e The need for Covid-19 health information has increased in the pandemic.
e Health literacy is important for health decision making.
e Health literacy is important for decreasing fear of disease.

What this study added to our knowledge:

e Students’ health literacy regarding preventing transmission of Covid-19 to others and

protecting themselves is high.

e Students’ health literacy was low regarding finding information related to COVID-19.
There are no differences between male and female for Covid-19 health literacy.

Extended Abstract

'Introduction

The coronavirus was first reported in
Wuhan, China, in 2019.[1] In Iran, the
outbreak started from Qom and spread to all
cities.[2] With the global spread of COVID-
19, a phenomenon known as the
information pandemic occurred. In an
information pandemic, people pay more
attention to activities such as the
production, exchange and dissemination of
information. [3] In pandemics such as
COVID-19 pandemic, people have a
greater need for health information, and
obtaining such information is closely linked
to health literacy. Health literacy enables
people to make informed health decisions
and adopt healthy behaviors to protect
themselves and others.[3] Health literacy
encompasses cognitive and social skills that
enable people to obtain and access,
understand and use health information to
maintain and promote healthy living in a
variety of conditions.[4] In addition, health
literacy refers to people's ability to obtain,
use and understand health advice,
knowledge, services or instructions [5] and
also to the skills required to provide health
care.[6] Health literacy helps people make
informed decisions, take preventive health
care and prevent illness and can lead to an
improvement in individual well-being.[7]
The level of health literacy in a society can
influence the number of hospitalizations,
health outcomes, mortality rates, quality of
life and other health services and their

costs.[8] Knowing the level of health
literacy in different areas can provide
appropriate and useful information to
policymakers and health professionals.

In the face of COVID-19, more people
ignored some serious symptoms of the virus
or preferred to associate them with flu or the
common cold.[9] From the public health
perspective, patients with high blood
pressure, diabetes, cardiovascular disease
and cancer are high risk for COVID-19
[10], which may be related to the level of
health literacy. Therefore, conducting
research on people's health literacy may be
useful in this regard. Considering the
COVID-19 epidemic and its impact on
living conditions, the present study was
conducted with the aim of investigating the
health literacy of students at Ahvaz
Jundishapur  University of  Medical
Sciences, Ahvaz, Iran.

'Methods

This descriptive study was conducted with
the help of a survey. The data collection
instrument was the COVID-19 Health
Literacy Questionnaire, developed by Okan
et al.[11] The questionnaire contains 22
questions divided into four dimensions:
"Finding COVID-19 information”
(questions 1 to 6), "Understanding COVID-
19 information" (questions 7 to 12),
"Recognizing COVID-19 information™
(questions 13 to 17) and "Decision making
and use of COVID-19 information™
(questions 18 to 22). The assessment was
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based on “very difficult” (score 1),
“difficult” (score 2), “easy” (score 3) and
“very easy” (score 4). The total score of
each respondent is between 22 and 88 and
the evaluation was based on the calculated
mean. According to the cut-off point
determined in the study by Okan et al [11],
an average of less than 2.5 indicates
inadequate literacy, an average between 2.5
and 3 indicates average literacy and an
average of more than 3 indicates adequate
literacy. Since this questionnaire had not
been used in Iran before, it was validated
after translation based on observations by
four faculty members of the medical library
and information sciences department at
Ahvaz Jundishapur University of Medical
Sciences.  The reliability of the
questionnaire was established by presenting
it to a pilot group of 50 students who were
selected on the condition that they would
not participate in the study again. After
analysis, the calculated Cronbach's alpha

was 0.82, indicating good reliability of the
instrument. The population of the current
study was the students of all educational
levels (7500 individuals) studying at Ahvaz
Jundishapur  University of  Medical
Sciences in the academic year 2022-2023
and the sample size was fixed at 366
according to the Krejcie and Morgan Table.
Students were selected by stratified
randomization. The questionnaires were
distributed in person and given after
informed consent was obtained from the
respondents. Of the 366 people, 320
questionnaires were completed (response
rate = 87.5 percent). Statistical analysis was
performed using descriptive (including
mean, frequency and percentage) and
inferential (including correlation, one-way
ANOVA test, LSD post hoc test) statistics
using SPSS version 25.

'Results
Demographic information is presented in
Table 1.

Table 1. Demographic information of the respondents

Gender Education

Female Male | Under Graduate | MA | MD | PhD
Frequency 192 128 127 41 142 | 10
Percentage 60 40 39.7 12.8 | 444 | 3.16

The results in relation to the items of the
individual components of COVID-19
health literacy are as follows: For the
component, “Finding COVID-19
information”, the highest mean score (3.03)
was for “Finding information on self-
protective behavior against COVID-19
through television, newspapers and
magazines” and the lowest mean score
(2.83) was for “Finding information about
COVID-19 specialists”. For  the
component, “Understanding COVID-19
information”, the highest mean score (3.16)
was given for “Understanding the dangers
of COVID-19 information from television,
newspapers and magazines” and the lowest
mean score (2.9) for “Understanding the
authorities' recommendations for
preventing COVID-19”. Regarding the
component, “Discrimination of COVID-19
information”, the highest mean score (3.14)

was given for “Discrimination of
individually applicable preventive practices
related to COVID-19” and the lowest score
(2.83) for “Discrimination of accuracy and
reliability of information related to
COVID-19 and its epidemic". For the
“Decision making" component”, the
highest score (3.16) was awarded for
"Appropriate  behaviors to  prevent
transmission of COVID-19 to others (in
case of my own infection)" and the lowest
score (3.03) for "Deciding to follow the
instructions of a doctor, nurse or pharmacist
regarding the information”. The results
related to the general status of COVID-19
health literacy based on the mean score of
the components showed that the highest
mean score was obtained for the “Decision
making” component and the lowest for the
“Detection" component. The students' level
of health literacy in relation to "COVID-
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19” related decisions" was higher than the
average. The difference in mean scores
between the “Decision-making” and
“Understanding” components was not
statistically significant. The one-sample
Kolmogorov-Smirnov test for each of the
COVID-19 health literacy components
indicated a normal distribution of the data;
therefore, parametric tests were applied.
Table 2 compares the mean scores of
COVID-19 health literacy in two groups of
male and female students. This table shows
that the mean score of COVID-19 health
literacy in the areas of "Understanding”,
"Discriminating” and "Decision making"
was not significantly different in males and
females. According to the leaven’s test, the
mean difference in COVID-19 health
literacy between males and females was
significant (0.028) for the "Finding"
component, indicating that male students

had slightly higher COVID-19 health
literacy in finding COVID-19-related
information.  Finally, the Spearman
correlation coefficient between the level of
education and the components of COVID-
19 health literacy showed that there was a
significant correlation between the level of
education and all components of COVID-
19 health literacy (Table 3).

TABLE 2. Comparison of mean scores of
COVID-19 health literacy by gender
Average | P-value

Finding Female | 2.94
Male | 2.95 0.028
Understanding | Female | 3.07 0.94
Male 3.02 '
Distinguishing | Female | 3 0.19
Male 2.95 '
Decision- Female | 3.08
making Male | 3.04 0.54

Table 3. Correlation between educational level and the components of COVID-19 health literacy
among students

Finding | Understanding

Distinguishing | Decision-making | Total score

Education level | Correlation | 0.157 0.231

0.196 0.263 0.202

P_value 0.0049 | 0.001

0.001 0.001 0.001

'Discussion

This study showed that students used
television, newspapers and magazines to
find information on how to protect
themselves from COVID-19. This result is
in line with the 2020 study by Degani et
al.[7] It seems that insufficient information
about COVID-19, especially at the
beginning of the epidemic, led to a lower
utilization of human resources. According
to the study, students had a high level of
health literacy to understand the dangers of
COVID-19, which is consistent with the
study by Mahmoudiani et al.[15] This
finding shows that they take active
measures to maintain their health under
epidemic conditions. Narcho et al [8] in
2022 and Silva and Santos [12] in 2021
found that young people were well
informed about the transmission routes of
COVID-19 and followed most prevention

measures. Our results are consistent with
these studies, which suggests that age may
play an important role in the adoption of
preventive measures for all diseases,
including COVID-109.

Raisi et al [14] concluded that the measures
taken by COVID-19 patients to obtain
health information to speed up the healing
process, prevent the infection of other
family members and reduce the side effects
of medication and the disease have led to
their increased health literacy. This is
consistent with the findings of the present
study on the role of students' health literacy
in adopting appropriate behaviors to
prevent transmission of the disease to
others. We have shown that the satisfactory
level of health literacy of respondents
regarding their decisions regarding
COVID-19 compared to the study of
Mahmoudiani [15], which found high
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health literacy of people for the two
components of health literacy including
“Decision making” and “Understanding”.
Degani et al [7] in 2022, Mahmoudiani et al
[15] in 2021 and Silva and Santos [12] in
2021 showed that women's interest in
understanding, discriminating and making
decisions about health information was
greater than that of men. Saffari et al [15]
found that the level of education had a
significant association with the health
literacy status of the respondents. In the
present study, a significant difference was
found in all components of COVID-19
health  literacy  between  different
educational levels of students. Itis therefore
in line with the research mentioned above.
In the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic,
people have developed a greater interest in
health information. Health literacy can
make it easier distinguish between reliable
information and misinformation about
COVID-19, help locate health information
sources, make informed health decisions,
and adopt healthy behaviors to protect
themselves and others. This research
showed that students demonstrated a
relatively high level of health literacy in
relation to making COVID-19 related
decisions to prevent transmission of the
disease to others. Students were above
average in their ability to understand health
information about COVID-19, recognize
the risks of the disease, and understand
doctors’ orders for follow-up care and
treatment of the disease. However, they had
difficulty in finding information about
COVID-19. In a situation where an
unknown or little-known disease spreads as
a pandemic, there is not enough information
for the general public. In such a situation,
the risk of information contamination
(mixing correct and valid information with
incorrect and invalid  information)
increases, and conflicting information can
lead to confusion among people who need
information. Improved health literacy can
promote people's well-being and make it
easier for them distinguish between correct

and incorrect information. According to the
findings, educational authorities are
advised to create a suitable platform for
training students and sharing reliable
information in the scientific environment.
They are also advised to improve students’
ability to search and find the latest relevant
information about diseases. Since the
students preferred to obtain health
information from television and websites, it
is suggested that radio and television
provide academically produced programs
to disseminate authentic and accurate
information to promote basic health
literacy. It also appears that the Department
of Health and other health agencies need
more oversight to make credible websites
more accessible to provide more reliable
information.
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