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Introduction: Ever since COVID-19 was declared as a global pandemic, there has been a
prevalence of misinformation circulating online on social media platforms. In order to better
tackle COVID-19 it is important to determine how the general population perceive the
sharing of medical information on social media platforms. Based on this, the aim of the
study is to analyse the perception of Saudi Arabian Health Care Workers’ (HCWs) and Non-
Health Care Workers’ (NHCWs) regarding the sharing and resharing of medical information,
whether true or false, on social media platforms regarding COVID-19.

Methods: To achieve the aim of this study, the general objective is to identify the most
commonly used Social Media Platforms, determine the proportion of the Saudi Arabian
population who have participated in recirculating information in those social media plat-
forms, and to analyse their perception of medical information sharing in social media
platforms. This study was conducted using a quantitative research methodology. The mea-
surement tool used for this study was an online survey conducted using Google Survey. A
10-item questionnaire was adopted and translated to Arabic to conduct the survey.
Results: The total number of responses for the study were N=1249. The findings of the
study indicate that Saudi Arabian general population understand the prevalence of unverified
information, but are accepting of the practice of sharing information without evidence on
social media platforms, with the belief that such information does not cause actual harm to
the general public, but instead would be beneficial. WhatsApp was the most preferred social
media platform for receiving and sharing information among participants, followed by
Twitter and Snapchat.

Conclusion: The findings of this study indicate that the Saudi Arabian population are more
wary than the global general population regarding misinformation online on social media
platforms regarding COVID-19.
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Introduction

An abundance of information has been circulating online since the beginning of the
COVID-19 Pandemic in December 2020. Information regarding the etiology of the
disease, the mode of transmission, protective measures, and vaccination have been
prevalent online since the time when COVID-19 was declared a pandemic.' There
is however a concern that not all information provided online are valid, true,
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reliable, or safe. It is generally considered that official
agencies are a more reliable source of information than
those circulating online. For example, it is better to source
information from the World Health Organisation (WHO),
or the Center for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC),
as well as government public health departments of var-
ious countries.’

Unfortunately, different agencies, both health and non-
health related have become a source of information that is
not backed up by scientific evidence, which have resulted in
unnecessary stress, anxiety and uncertainty among the gen-
eral population.® However, it has been observed in early
literature that when people are faced with the threat of
misinformation, there is a possibility that the general popu-
lation would seek out the truth from trusted and reliable
sources for persuasive knowledge with the desire to influ-
ence a change in behavior for the better.* People intend to
recirculate information from a feeling of uncertainty, lack of
scientific background, and the lack of intention to check the
factual evidence behind a shared piece.” The rapid dissemi-
nating nature of social media has threated misinformation to
become prevalent in nature. With already an overabundance
of information, prevalence of misinformation can feed into
the cyberchondria and mental stress for the users with a
possible negative impact on their cognitive, logical, and
decision-making abilities."

During the peak of the COVID-19 disease, online
searches were the only method for many people to get
information on how to protect themselves and their loved
ones from this disease.” Information found online were
quickly shared without confirming their accuracy or truth-
fulness. The psychological explanation behind the drive to
unknowingly spreading potential misinformation is an
underlying sense of threat, triggering the self-defense
mechanism, causing people to grasp at the earliest, easiest,
and most achievable remedy for a concern.® This was
observed for the use of natural remedies as a means of
protection against COVID-19.

There is a significant body of literature regarding
COVID-19. Notable studies were conducted where it was
found that COVID-19 misinformation spread was preva-
lent in the UK and USA, especially in their social media
platforms.” "' A study conducted in China,'? and a global
metal analysis of existing studies'® both concluded that
misinformation spreading via social media is a large con-
cern. The social media platforms most commonly found to
have recirculating misinformation are WhatsApp, Twitter
and Facebook.'*'> A large body of literature support that

the general population are willing to share information on
social media sans evidence.'%'¢?!

Previous studies investigate the effect of the recircula-
tion of misinformation during COVID-19 which for exam-
ple, the abuse and misuse of chlorine to wrongfully
prevent against COVID-19.> Among natural remedies,
herbal remedies was one of the rumors which was highly
recirculated on social media and on different platforms, as
well as having published research articles, from the idea
that natural remedies would be harmless and its use would
be without side effects” 2* While herbal remedies and
herbal products are not discouraged to be taken, they
should not be considered a sole cure for COVID-19, as
the management of COVID-19 does not exist, except for
reducing the chances of transmission through vaccination.
The concern is that if more people believed in unverified
claims of natural remedies,”” and did not proactively stop
the recirculation of the information regarding the use of
natural remedies to protect against COVID-19, then actual
actionable steps would go unprioritized.**?’

This was significantly observed in Saudi Arabia. Ever
since the beginning of the pandemic, the number of inter-
net users increased to 95.7%, including in Saudi Arabia,
and social media become an environment for rumors and
misinformation during this critical period.”® Despite the
recommendation of the Ministry of Health (MOH) for the
general population to reach COVID 19 information from
official sources a noticeable increase in rumors were still
persistent.”*>° It is important to understand this phenom-
enon, the cultural behavior and perception of receiving or
distributing health information as the first step towards
COVID-19 long-term management.

This research aims to estimate the prevalence of recir-
culating information regarding natural remedies uses as
protective measures among non-health care workers
(NHCWs) in comparison to health care workers (HCW)
and to associate the finding with all the demographic vari-
ables including age, gender, education level and health care
specialty. In addition, the present study is aimed to under-
stand the participants’ perception regarding the recirculation
of the information about using natural remedies as protec-
tive measures against the COVID-19 infection with others.

Methodology
Study Design and Population

The present study was a descriptive, online, cross-sec-
tional study carried out between March 25, 2020 and
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May 8, 2020 among HCWs and NHCWs in Saudi Arabia.
The required sample size for the study was calculated
using OpenEpi version 3.0.' Considering The NHCW
population size of Saudi Arabia which is around 34
million** and the HCW population size which around
500,000,** for the HCW study group, a minimum of 385
participants per group is required to achieve a 95% con-
fidence interval and a 5% margin of. To minimize errors
and obtain higher external validity, the sample size for this
study was targeted to be as high as possible. The study was
made available to the general population, and HCWs of
Saudi Arabia. Anyone under the age of 18 were not
allowed to participate in the study.

Measurement Tool

A 10-item questionnaire, developed by A. Alotiby, was
used as a measurement tool to estimate the prevalence and
perception of recirculating information among HCWs and
NHCWs regarding the use of natural remedies as protec-
tive measures against the COVID-19 infection. To evalu-
ate the appropriateness, relevancy, clarity, and adequacy of
the questions, the questionnaire was reviewed by a panel
of experts consisting of three assistant professors; one of
family medicine, one of public health and protective med-
icine, and one of clinical nutrition. The questionnaire was
designed in English and translated into Arabic, which is
the native language of the participants. To evaluate the
appropriateness, relevancy, clarity, and adequacy of the
Arabic questionnaire, it was tested by four experts, each
of whom were native Arabic speakers, and 10 volunteers
from the general population. Necessary modifications to
the Arabic questionnaire were made based on the feedback
of the experts and the volunteers.

The nine questions were divided into two sections. The
first section consisted of 6 questions about the participants’
general information; their gender, age, education level,
region of residence in Saudi Arabia, whether they were
HCWs or NHCWs, and if they were HCWs, what was
their specialty. The second section included three ques-
tions which were used to estimate the prevalence of circu-
lating information about natural remedies’ uses as
protective measures, the preferred social media platforms
used to circulate the information, and the participants’
perception regarding sharing and circulating the informa-
tion with others. Some possible answers to the perception-
related question about recirculation of information pertain-
ing to natural remedies used as protective measures during
the COVID-19 pandemic were inspired by previous

studies.”***** In addition, all the possible answers to the
perception-related question were reviewed by four indivi-
duals expert in medical immunology, family medicine,
preventive medicine, and clinical nutrition so as to evalu-
ate their appropriateness and adequacy. The reliability of
the questions was tested using Cronbach’s test. The ques-
tionnaire items were observed to be reliable with a mini-
mum reliability score of 0.68 for (nominate a question)
and the highest of 0.82 for (nominate another question).

Due to restricted movement and social distancing
requirements, data collection for the survey was conducted
online via a Google Survey URL. The survey included an
online informed consent form on the first page. The URL
to the questionnaire was posted online on social media
platforms and were emailed by the Saudi Commission
for Health Specialties (SCFHS) to all registered HCWs
on the SCFHS database.

Statistical Analysis

At the end of the data collection period, a.csv format file
was downloaded using Google Survey’s data management
tool. The data were extracted from the.csv file using IBM
SPPS version 22 (SPSS, Inc. Chicago, IL), revised, pro-
cessed, and managed. This stage required data manipula-
tion and reconfiguration to be made useful for applying to
the IBM SPSS version 22 statistics software.

The descriptive statistics of the data were extracted
using SPSS software. These included the frequency dis-
tribution of all participants’ demographic data, and the
circulation of the information. Comparisons between
HCWs and NHCWs regarding prevalence and perception
of circulating the information and the preferred social
media platforms used was performed based on crosstabu-
lation using Pearson chi-square test for significance.
Crosstabulation was used to test for association between
participants’ personal characteristics and the prevalence of
circulating the information. Statistical significance was
considered for P values less than 0.05.

Results
Social and Demographic Characteristics
of the Participants

The total number of survey participants after data revision
was N=1249 of whom 275 (22.0%) were HCWs and 974
(78.0%) were NHCWs. Of the HCWs, 100 participants
were physicians, 78 were laboratory technologists, 23
were pharmacists, 21 were nurses, and 16 were clinical
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Table | Descriptive Statistics of Survey Respondents

Personal Data Total (%) Study Groups
HCWs (n=275) NHCWs (n=974)

n % n %
Region
Central region 403 (32.3%) 76 27.6% 327 33.6%
Eastern region 123 (9.8%) 27 9.8% 96 9.9%
Northern region 83 (6.6%) 8 2.9% 75 7.7%
Southern region 80 (6.4%) 23 8.4% 57 5.9%
Western region 560 (44.8%) 141 51.3% 419 43.0%
Nationality
Saudi 1192 (95.4%) 254 92.4% 938 96.3%
Non-Saudi 57 (4.6%) 21 7.6% 36 3.7%
Gender
Male 288 (23.1%) 98 35.6% 190 19.5%
Female 961 (76.9%) 177 64.4% 784 80.5%
Age group
Young adults (18—40) 824 (66.0%) 193 70.2% 631 64.8%
Middle-aged adults (41-59) 391 (31.3%) 70 25.5% 321 33.0%
Older adults (60-70) 34 (2.7%) 12 4.4% 22 2.3%
Educational level
Less than high school 32 (2.6%) 0 0.0% 32 3.3%
High school 178 (14.3%) 3 1.1% 175 18.0%
Bachelor’s degree 713 (57.1%) 142 51.6% 571 58.6%
Post graduate degree 326 (26.1%) 130 47.3% 196 20.1%
Health care workers speciality among HCWs study group
Physician 100 Public Health promotion 5
Laboratory technologist 78 Medical care and rehabilitation 6
Pharmacist 23 Radiologist 5
Nurse 21 Medical equipment engineer 4
Clinical nutrition 16 Infection control 2
Health administrator 15

nutritionists, Table 1 for more details. Among the partici-
pants, 560 (44.8%) of were from the Western region,
which was the region with the highest number of
responses, and 403 (32.3%) were from the Central region.
Additional demographic information of the participants is
that 1192 were Saudi nationals (95.4%), 961 were females
(76.9%), about 66% of the participants were young adults
and only 2.7% were old adults, around 57.1% of the
participants had a bachelor’s degree while 26.1% were at
a post-graduate level.

The HCWs column with n=275 shows the following
modal values. Among HCWs, the majority were from the
Western region (51.3%), were female (64.4%), were young
adults (70.2%), and held at least a bachelor’s degree
(51.6%). The NHCWs column with n=974 shows the
following modal values. Among NHCWs, the majority
were from the Western region (43.0%), were female
(80.5%), were young adults (64.8%), and held at least a
bachelor’s degree (58.6%). The full details of the demo-
graphic information are provided in Table 1.
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Table 2 Prevalence of Circulating the Information Regarding Using Natural Remedies as Protective Measures Against the COVID-19

Infection by Study Groups

Question Response Total Groups P-value
HCWs NHCWs
n % n % n %
Have you participated in recirculating the information related to natural Never 503 | 40.3% | 132 | 48.0% | 371 | 38.1%
remedies uses as protective measures during COVID-19 pandemic with
Sometimes | 291 | 23.3% | 56 | 20.4% | 235 | 24.1%
others
Often 71 5.7% 14 5.1% 57 5.9% 0.049%
Usually 103 | 82% | 2I 7.6% | 82 | 84%
Always 281 | 22.5% | 52 | 18.9% | 229 | 23.5%

Notes: P: Pearson X? test. *P < 0.05 (significant).

Prevalence of Circulating the Information
Regarding Using Natural Remedies as
Protective Measures Against the COVID-
|9 Infection and the Preferred Social
Media Platforms Used

This study tested the prevalence of information in social
media platforms. Table 2 demonstrates distribution of cir-
culating information regarding natural remedies uses as
protective measures against the COVID-19 infection
based on the responses of the study participants.
According to the survey, approximately of the study
participants recirculated the information about using nat-
ural remedies as protective measures during COVID-19
pandemic with others. The prevalence of recirculation the
information was significantly higher among NHCWs than

among HCWs (61.9% vs 52.0%, respectively). The
responses of Table 2 are statistically significant at P =
0.049.

Regarding the preferred social media platforms that
were used to recirculate the information, the survey
response shows that WhatsApp was the most popular
choice of social media platform used by both groups,
HCWs and NHCWs. Table 3 shows the distribution of
the responses.

Among the participants, 52.4% of HCWs and 51.3% of
NHCWs used WhatsApp to share and recirculate the infor-
mation. According to the survey response, Twitter was the
second most popular choice with 32.0% of HCWs vs
26.4% of NHCWs taking the platform to recirculate infor-
mation. The third significant social media platform,
according to the survey response, was Snapchat, with

Table 3 Distribution of the Most Preferred Social Media Platforms for COVID-19 Related Information Among the Study Group

Social Media Total (%) Study Groups P-value
Used HCWs NHCWs
n % n %

WhatsApp 644 (51.6%) 144 52.4% 500 51.3%

Twitter 345 (27.6%) 88 32.0% 257 26.4%

Snapchat 172 (13.8%) 21 7.6% 151 15.5%

Facebook 4 (0.3%) 0 0.0% 4 0.4% 0.018*
Instagram 8 (0.6%) | 0.4% 7 0.7%

Telegram 9 (0.7%) 2 0.7% 7 0.7%

All social media 67 (5.4%) 19 6.9% 48 4.9%
Notes: P: Exact probability test. *P < 0.05 (significant).
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Table 4 Participants’ Perception Regarding the Recirculation of the Information Related to Natural Remedies Uses as Protective

Measures During the COVID-19 Pandemic

Reason for Sharing the Medical Information without Referring to the Total Groups P-value
Source or Evidence During the COVID-19 Pandemic HCWs NHCWs
n % n % n %
| never contribute to share the medical information with others 503 | 40.3% | 132 | 48.0% | 371 | 38.1%
| do not share any medical information until | can be sure it is correct 295 | 23.6% | 69 | 25.1% | 226 | 23.2%
| only share the information with professional people to make sure if it is correct 82 6.6% 14 5.1% 68 7.0%
| think sharing the information without evidence is harmless and may be beneficial 128 | 10.2% | 20 73% | 108 [ 11.1% 0.010%
| think most of the published medical information is correct 84 6.7% 8 2.9% 76 7.8% .
| do not have the experience or knowledge even if | return to the original sources 18 1.4% 5 1.8% 13 1.3%
| do not have time to search for the reliability of the information source before sharingit. | 12 1.0% 3 1.1% 9 0.9%
I think the information is correct based on my experience 127 | 10.2% | 24 8.7% | 103 | 10.6%

Notes: P: Pearson X? test. *P < 0.05 (significant).

7.6% of the HCW population vs 15.5% of the NHCWs
using the platform to recirculate information. The other
social media platforms had significantly fewer number of
users. All these varieties in usage were found to be statis-
tically significant at P=0.018. The next section discusses
regarding information

the participants’ perception

recirculation.

Participants’ Perception Regarding the
Recirculation of the Information Related
to Natural Remedies Uses as Protective
Measures During the COVID-19

Pandemic

Regarding the participants’ perception of recirculating the
information about the use of natural remedies as protective
measures against the COVID-19 infection, the survey
response shows that participants believed they did not
share medical information until they were sure that it
was correct (23.6%). Among HCWs, the distribution of
this particular perception was at 25.1% while for NHCWs,
the distribution was at 23.2%. The survey response also
suggests that 10.2% of people who share information think
that sharing the information without evidence is harmless
and may be beneficial. This observation was seen for 7.3%
of the HCW respondents and 11.1% of NHCW respon-
dents. Regarding the belief that the information is correct
based on participants’ experience, this was mentioned by
10.2% of respondents of whom, 8.7% were HCWs and

10.6% were NHCWSs). More details are presented in
Table 4. All the values in Table 4 are statistically signifi-
cant at P = 0.10.

Association Between Socio-
Demographics and the Prevalence of
Sharing the Information Related to
Natural Remedies Uses as Protective
Measures

Table 5 demonstrates the proportion of survey respondents
who circulated information according to their demographic
details. According to the survey, 67.5% of people in the
Southern region of Saudi Arabia, 61.1% of Western
region, 59.0% of Northern region, 57.8% of central region,
and 55.3% of people in the Eastern Region of Saudi
Arabia participated in circulating information. However,
this statistic is not significant at P=0.397. According to the
survey, 59.9% of women and 59.2% of men in Saudi
Arabia circulated information, but these figures are not
statistically significant at P = 0.825. Looking at age dis-
tribution, 79.4% of older adults, 68.8% of middle-aged
adults and 54.6% of young adults circulated information
in Saudi Arabia. These numbers are statistically significant
at P=0.001. The education level group that circulated
information the most were post-graduate degree holders,
of whom, 63.0% circulated information, but these values
are not statistically significant at P = 0.065. Full details of

https:
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Table 5 Information Recirculation Based on Demographic Details

Personal Data Have You Participated in Recirculating the P-value
Information Related to Natural Remedies
Uses as Protective Measures During
COVID-19 Pandemic with Others
n %
Region Central region 233 57.8% 0.397
Eastern region 68 55.3%
North region 49 59.0%
Southern region 54 67.5%
Western region 342 61.1%
Gender Male 171 59.2% 0.825
Female 575 59.9%
Age group Young adults (18—40) 450 54.6% 0.001*
Middle-aged adults (41-59) 269 68.8%
Older adults (60-70) 27 79.4%
Educational level Less than high school 19 59.4% 0.065
High school 117 66.1%
Bachelor’s degree 404 56.7%
Post graduate degree 206 63.0%
HCWs specialty Clinical nutrition 5 31.3% 0.187
Health Administrator 12 70.6%
Laboratory technologist 43 55.1%
Medical equipment engineer 4 40.0%
Nurse I 52.4%
Pharmacist 12 52.2%
Physician 49 49.0%
Public Health promotion 2 40.0%
Radiologist 5 100.0%

Notes: P: Pearson X? test. *P < 0.05 (significant).

the association between demographic details and the cir-

culation of information are shown in Table 5.

Discussion

The results of the survey suggest that the Saudi Arabian
population, both HCWs and NHCWs, may be wary of the
correct medical information regarding COVID-19, or at
least, are aware that there is a prevalence of medical
misinformation circulating online, and on social media
platforms. For instance, the majority portion of survey
respondents did not participate in recirculating the infor-
mation related to the use of natural remedies as protective
measures against COVID-19. Compared to the findings of
similar studies conducted in other countries, Saudi Arabia
differs from the US and UK where social media platforms
were commonly used for, and were often the sources of
COVID-19 related information for several of the general

population.” " Early studies of social media activities in
China also indicate the role of social media platforms in
spreading and circulating both information and
misinformation,12 which was also confirmed to be the
overall global case through a large-scale study of 87
countries."?

The study results showed that 59.7% of participants
shared information on social media, with 22.5% doing it at
all times, 8.2% sharing it usually, 5.7% sharing it often,
and 23.3% doing it sometimes. About 40.3% of the popu-
lation never shared information. The overall statistic of
59.7% was less than the worldwide prevalence, which
was 87.0%.%7 Thus, this study’s findings might indicate
that the general population of Saudi Arabia has been more
vigilant about sharing information on social media, which
corresponds to previous findings made during the COVID-

19 pandemic.*®

International Journal of General Medicine 2021:14

https:

5133

Dove:


https://www.dovepress.com
https://www.dovepress.com

Alshareef and Alotiby

Dove

The data of this study shows that the Saudi Arabian
general population’s preferred social media platform is
WhatsApp. Therefore, there is a higher likelihood that
COVID-19 related information would be circulating most
on this platform. According to the data from the survey of
this study, the three most common social media platforms
in Saudi Arabia are WhatsApp, Twitter, and Snapchat.
Globally, WhatsApp, Twitter and Facebook are three of
the more common social media platforms where COVID-

19  related
14,15

information and misinformation are
circulating.

Based on the current study’s findings, the prevalence
showed lesser recirculation of social media compared to
worldwide data (59.7% vs 87.0%).2” This might indicate
that social media has not been heavily abused in Saudi
Arabia by the general population when it comes to circula-
tion of COVID-19 related information. The apparently
docile nature of COVID-19 related information recircula-
tion in Saudi Arabian social media platforms is a positive
indicator that the general population are aware of the
necessary sources, such as the Ministry of Health in
Saudi Arabia for getting their information.*®*” However,
consistent with the findings of other studies regarding
judging the validity of information on social media plat-
forms, the Saudi Arabian general population are more
likely to judge the validity of information based on their
own experience, and deem it beneficial for the public to
share COVID-19 related information sans evidence.'%'*?!
Thus, it can be posited that Saudi Arabian general popula-
tion’s perception of COVID-19 related information circu-
lating on social media platforms is of a neutral disposition.
While the Saudi Arabian general are less likely to con-
tribute and share medical information with others, and are
less likely to share the information without first confirming
that it is correct, there are still a small portion of Saudi
Arabians who deem it okay to share any COVID-19
related information on social media platforms.

Observing the demographic distribution of the Saudi
Arabian general population, it can be observed that at least
half of the participants from each region have participated
in recirculating the information related to natural remedies
uses as protective measures during the COVID-19 pan-
demic. However, this is not consistent with the findings of
previous studies conducted for the Saudi Arabian popula-
tion, where the Northern Region was seen to be most
susceptible.*® This inconsistency might be not taken into
consideration as the number of Northern Region partici-
pants in the previously mentioned study is about 1.5% of

the total number of participants from other regions; this is
the main limitation and weakness of Alnasser et al’s 2020
study®® and it might affect the reliability of the study
regarding participants’ regional distribution. The current
study is suggestive that regardless of the location, there is
at least a 1 in 2 chances that the resident might have
recirculated information on social media platforms.

The possibility of someone in Saudi Arabia having shared
the information related to use of natural remedies as protec-
tive measures during the COVID-19 pandemic with others is
higher if they held at least a Bachelor’s degree. While having
a bachelor’s degree is not necessarily an indicator of suscept-
ibility to information or misinformation online, the probabil-
ity of someone sharing misinformation decreases with
increasing education levels.*® Thus, the Saudi Arabian gen-
eral population displays an unconventional trend, where peo-
ple with a higher education level are more likely to
recirculate information. This observation is significantly dif-
ferent than those made for the general population of Ireland,
Mexico, Spain, UK and USA.*®

It is important to consider why Saudi Arabians might
have recirculated information. A possible explanation is
due to an effect termed “cyberchondria”, where people
with the lack of knowledge, skills and time to conduct
extensive research, but are obsessed with looking for evi-
dence are susceptible to sharing as much information as
possible for validity'~*® cyberchondria means the obsessive
looking for online health information. The overabundance
of information, and the lack of guidance to know which
information to look for is also a significant perpetrator for
the spread of misinformation. The correct information is
usually not able to be filtered out by the layperson, and
therefore, it is more than likely that someone would
believe the information found online to be valid.*®

Anxiety and panic can also induce the recirculation of
misinformation online, especially regarding preventive
measures against COVID-19, which includes natural
remedies.”” It is possible that some information on natural
remedies were presented as medical information and were
wrongly perceived as actual information. The general pub-
lic might have considered that performing these sugges-
tions would not yield a negative result, and would not be
detrimental. On the contrary, whatever small percentage of
a chance existed by undertaking natural remedies as pre-
cautions against COVID-19 would be worth the action.'

An abundance of exposure to misinformation also poten-
tially affects the cognitive ability of a layperson to continue
to question their validity, and could serve as an inhibiting
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agent for actually seeking out the correct information from
the proper source.” The difference between NHCWs and
HCWs in recirculating information, and looking for eviden-
tial information was not significant in the current study, but
this could be accounted for due to differing cultural and
education background which could serve as another potential
factor that affects the recirculation of misinformation, espe-
cially the lack of evidential information.’

Conclusion

Despite the harmful effect of social media in the recircula-
tion and perseverance of COVID-19 related medical mis-
information pertaining to natural remedies, there is a need
and necessity for the efficient use of social media as a
mass-outreach platform that can be audited by health
agencies. This would be beneficial to battle misinforma-
tion as well as disseminate proper health information.®
Given how much the number of internet users have
increased in Saudi Arabia since the COVID-19 pandemic,
social media can serve as an important platform to reach
out to all age groups, people of education levels, regions,
professions, background and culture.

This study has shown that Saudi Arabia has a volatile
nature regarding COVID-19 related misinformation. While
the majority of the population have responded that they have
never participated in sharing information related to natural
remedies as preventive measures against COVID-19, there
still exists the belief that sharing any information online
without evidence is not actually harmful but could in fact
be beneficial. Nevertheless, this can be harmful because
repeated spread of misinformation can change community
attitude toward any behavior, such as the misinformation
about vaccines. Fortunately, Saudi Arabia’s attitude towards
COVID-19 related misinformation differs vastly from the
rest of the world. Compared to the global general population,
Saudi Arabia has comparatively higher awareness, and
higher reluctance to share medical information related to
COVID-19 online. While some possible explanations were
provided behind this observation, this study still has some
limitations, fulfilling which would present a wider and
clearer picture. These are discussed in the next section.

Limitations and Future Studies

This study has focused on the recirculation of information
related to natural remedies as protective measures against
COVID-19, with a specific aim to compare HCWs and
NHCWs. While the total number of participants have met
the participant size requirement, individual groups of HCWs

and NHCWs fall short in the HCW category. Thus, a larger
sample size would be beneficial for conducting deeper data
analysis. Additionally, a qualitative approach with a semi-
structured interview would significantly contribute to verify-
ing the underlying reasons behind information sharing on
social media platforms related to COVID-19.

The generalization of the current study is also affected
by the relatively smaller HCW sample size. Thus, for
future studies, it is recommended that a larger sample
size, with a mixed research methodology, and specific
focus on the underlying reasons behind COVID-19 infor-
mation sharing tendencies be conducted.
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