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Abstract 
Is the myth of the cyberchondriac real? Using 120 undergraduates as participants, we 
tested whether people with higher scores on the Whitely Index, a well-validated 
measure of hypochondriasis, were more likely to report frequent health-related 
Internet use (abbreviated “HRIU”), and report experiencing anxiety and fear during 
and after such Internet use. Using linear regression models, we found that participants 
with higher hypochondriais scores researched health online more frequently, and with 
more anxiety and fear. 

 
 
 
 

Introduction 
Researching health information on the Internet is one of the most common online 
activities (Fox, 2006). Polls show that most Internet users have obtained health 
information online (Fox, 2006; Harris Poll, 2007), and 8 million Americans use the 
Internet to research health each day (Fox, 2006).  The Internet allows people to educate 
themselves about health and take a more proactive role in their healthcare. Most online 
health information seekers believe that health information on the Internet is reliable, 
and most report that their searches are successful (Harris Poll, 2007).    
 
However, the proliferation of health information on the Internet may be less of a boon 
for people with high health anxiety. Hypochondriacs, who are preoccupied with the 
fear that they have a serious illness, now have a free, readily accessible source of 
disease names and symptom lists. The pop culture colloquialism, cyberchondriac, has 
been coined to refer to people who habitually frighten themselves by looking up health 
information online. 
 
While much anecdotal evidence suggests that researching health online is a painful and 
compulsive habit for many people with health anxiety, we are aware of no study 
exploring health-related Internet use (abbreviated “HRIU”) by people with high health 
anxiety. In this study, we administered several questionnaires to investigate differences 
in health-related internet use by people with high health anxiety and people with 
normal or low health anxiety.  We examine whether people with high health anxiety 
use the Internet to research health more frequently than others, and whether they 
experience more fear and anxiety during and after HRIU. 	

	


Method 
Participants 
One hundred and twenty (82 women and 38 men) students enrolled in a psychology 
course participated in this study. The mean age of participants was 22.53 (SD = 5.82) 
and ranged from 17 – 43 years. Participants were of various ethnicities (56% White, 
20% Black, 11% Hispanic, 8% Asian, and 5% other) and religions (31% Christian, 32% 
Jewish, 3% Muslim, 19% None, and 15% Other). 
 
Materials & Procedure 
As part of a larger study examining the nature of hypochondriasis, participants were 
asked to complete a packet containing several questionnaires – including a survey about 
HRIU and the Whiteley Index (Pilowsky, 1967). The Whiteley Index is a well-validated 
measure of hypochondriasis. Possible scores range from 14 – 70, with higher scores 
indicating more hypochondriacal concerns. Among our sample, the Whiteley internal 
consistency (.89). Participants were also asked to indicate their level of agreement with 
15 items concerning their frequency of HRIU, cognitions and affects during and 
following HRIU, and beliefs about the validity of online health information. Responses 
were measured on a 7-point Likert-type scale, with 1 being “absolutely untrue” and 7 
being “absolutely true.” Finally, participants provided demographic information and 
were asked whether they or someone close to them is currently suffering from a serious 
illness. The measures were randomly placed in the packets to avoid possible order 
effects. Once participants had turned in their completed materials, they were fully 
debriefed as to the nature of the study. 
 
Composite Variables 
Based on face validity, we created three composite variables from the 15 items in our 
HRIU questionnaire: (1) belief that online health information is accurate, (2) extent of 
HRIU, and (3) anxiety/fear aroused by HRIU. Confirmatory factor analysis, using 
LISREL 8.8, revealed that the items had moderate to strong factor loadings on their 
respective composites. The composite variables also had strong internal consistency: (1) 
belief that online health information is accurate (α = .76), (2) extent of HRIU (α = .83), 
(3) anxiety/fear aroused by HRIU (α = .85). These composites were included with the 
three remaining questionnaire items in our analysis. 

Results 
Because there were significant intercorrelations among our variables, we used linear 
regression models to examine if the relationship between hypochondriasis scores and a 
given variable would change when the other variables are accounted for. We were also 
interested in determining the predictive value of participants’ hypochondriasis scores in 
regard to their responses on our questionnaire.  
 
Men were more likely than women to believe that the Internet is an accurate source of 
health-related information. They were also more likely to experience anxiety/fear during 
and after health-related Internet use. However, contrary to previous findings, there was no 
significant difference between men and women in regard to hypochondriasis scores. 
Participants who reported knowing someone with a serious illness (n = 39) were more 
likely than those who did not (n = 80) to use the Internet for health-related information. 
They were also more likely to experience anxiety/fear during and after HRIU and have 
higher hypochondriasis scores. However, participants who knew someone with a serious 
illness were more likely to report that researching illnesses on the Internet eases their mind. 
Participants who reported having a serious illness (n = 9) were less likely than those who 
did not (n = 111) to use the Internet for health-related information and less likely to consult 
a doctor after determining their symptoms match those of a serious illness.  
 
After controlling for participants’ demographics, participants with higher hypochondrisis 
scores were more likely to use the Internet for health-related information, to experience 
fear/anxiety during and after researching illnesses online, and to feel unhealthy after 
viewing health-related information online.  Participants with higher hypochondriasis scores 
were not significantly more likely to report that HRIU eased their minds. 
 

Discussion 
These findings lend empirical support to anecdotal evidence that people with high health 
anxiety frequently research health online, and experience feelings of fear, anxiety and 
unhealthiness during and after HRIU.  Most people find HRIU helpful and reliable, and 
use information gathered during HRIU to make informed health decisions.  However, for 
many people with high health anxiety, these benefits may be outweighed by the fears 
generated by HRIU, and time wasted compulsively researching health online.  All of this 
suggests that people with high health anxiety should consider avoiding HRIU, and 
physicians and psychologists should consider counseling people with high health anxiety 
against researching health online. 
 
While our study is valuable, in that it is the first to empirically substantiate the myth of the 
cyberchondriac, further studies on the subject are needed. A similar study with a larger 
sample size might yield more numerous and stronger results.  Our sample consisted 
exclusively of undergraduates at a large urban university; a more diverse sample would 
yield results that could be more confidently generalized to a larger population. Most 
importantly, running a similar study with a sample of diagnosed hypochondriacs could 
yield far more detailed results.  
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A study run on a sample of diagnosed hypochondriacs could determine precisely how 
frequently hypochondriacs use the Internet to research health, richly detail the cognitions and 
affects they experience during and after HRIU, and more clearly illustrate how, and if, people 
with high health anxiety should utilize online health information.     
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