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Abstract

This study used content analysis method to investigate Internet health rumors
on Rumor Breaker, specifically on the characteristics of content and format,
the similarities and differences by themes, and the comparison of health
information and health rumors. The results of the study indicated that the most
common theme of health rumors is health and prevention information. The
health rumors commonly described the influence of “particular behavior” and
“specific food or appliances” on one’s health; also most of the health rumors
didn’t specifically mention when or where the events happened. To make the
information more persuasive, the health rumors provide “statement from
professional” and “personal experience” as evidence and proof. 30% of the
health rumors would describe the events in first person narrative. Half of the
health rumors are set to come from doctors and one’s personal, family and
friends’ experience. It’s much familiar to the receivers by narrating the event
or reporting the event as news. The characteristics of all themes of the health
rumors are similar to the characteristics of all rumors under investigation.
Also, there are less different characteristics between the verified information
and the rumors. This study hopes to provide a guide for verifying health
information, and to support health promotion and education through literacy in
identifying rumors.

Keywords: Consumer health information, Rumors, Health rumors, Content
analysis

SUMMARY

People care about their health and wellbeing. The concept of health and
wellbeing can be embedded at three levels: personal, societal, and national. One
way to raise the health awareness is through the acquisition of consumer health
information. Internet has been a driving force in the raising trend of improving
and sustaining better quality of life as it has become an important source of
consumer health information. Various types of health information are made
available on the Internet including unverified information and even health rumors.
What is communicated in the health rumors is closely related to the everyday
life of not only patients, but also almost everyone. It may be harmful to one’s
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health and to the wellbeing of the society if the information being circulated is not
factual or completely false. In the past few years, Taiwan has been suffering from
food safety issues such as cooking oil and milk powder. If health rumors spread
through society during difficult time like food safety scandals and people believe
the rumors and act accordingly, the consequences may be catastrophic. This
study takes on a content analysis approach to examine Internet health rumors,
with aims to uncover the textual and structural characteristics. This study is
organized around four research questions: (1) What are the textual characteristics
of the Internet health rumors? (2) How are the Internet health rumors articulated?
(3) How are the Internet health rumors different across various themes of rumors
regarding the textual and structural characteristics? And (4) How is verified
Internet health information different from Internet heath rumors regarding the
textural and structural characteristics?

This study collects 295 Internet health rumors that are pre-categorized as
“medical” and “health” rumors on Rumor Breaker (http://rumor.nownews.com/),
a Taiwan-based website which refutes rumors. The website has been operating
in Traditional Chinese since 2000. It currently collects and refutes rumors in
21 categories as of 2014. The categories include technology, urban legends,
cosmetics, crime, etc.. The rumors published on the website are divided into
unexamined rumors and examined rumors. For this study, Internet health rumors
collected for data analysis are “examined rumors”, which means the rumors
under investigation have been examined for their accuracy. An analysis report
is provided with the details on analysis procedures and methods, findings, and
acknowledgement of those who contribute to clarifying rumors. The samples
may represent both online health information and Internet health rumors. Data
analysis is conducted qualitatively and quantitatively. The content of the Internet
health rumors is first analyzed qualitatively to construct codes for each theme, and
each code can be reasoned as the properties of the theme. Then the analysis was
conducted quantitatively with frequency and percentage distribution to determine
patterns and characteristics.

The textual characteristics can be discussed from the aspects of health
rumor themes, objects of the rumors, supporting proof for the rumors, and claims
of the rumors. Six health rumors themes were discovered. They are health and
prevention (49.2%), disease and treatment (29.1%), other/uncategorized rumors
(10.7%), human body function (8.4%), healthcare and medical ethics (1.5%), and
indication information (1%). The Internet health rumors commonly describe the
influence of a “particular behavior” and “specific food or appliances” on one’s
health, without providing accurate details on time and location. For example,
eating or drinking high-temperature food or drink can be perceived as unhealthy
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behavior and soft drink can be perceived as unhealthy food. Therefore, to make
the rumors more believable and persuasive, the health rumors provide statements
or cited quotes from “medical professionals” and “personal experience” as
evidence and proof. The excessive use of medical terminology is also common in
Internet health rumors as a mean to enhance credibility and authority. Evidence
like this is used in the narratives of rumors for notification and alert, as well as the
sharing of news or information.

Regarding the findings of how the Internet health rumors are articulated,
the discussion can be divided into length of rumors, point of view in the rumor
statements, originator of the rumors, and narrative style. The results show that
the average length of the Internet health rumors is 653 words. More than half
of the health rumors are shorter than 600 words, and 80% of the Internet health
rumors are shorter than 1,000 words (Traditional Chinese) in length. 33.6% of
the health rumors describe the events or the situations or make the claims in first-
person perspective, in order to show the impression that the event is happening to
the rumor originator or narrator. It may imply that the rumor originator intends
to describe his or her experience in hope that rumor receivers may identify
themselves with the rumor. 18.6% of the rumors use third-person perspective.
A closer examination of these rumors reveals that the rumors using third-person
perspective are more evaluative, analytical, and investigative than the rumors
using other points of view; and the writing style is similar to news reports. Half
of the Internet health rumors are set to be coming from doctors or an individual’s
personal, family and friends’ experience. It’s much more trustable and friendly to
the rumor receivers if the event is narrated or reported as news. The information
sources of how these rumors spread are news and reports, Internet, and social
media. This study further identifies six types of Internet health rumors narrative
styles: narrative (49.5), news reporting (17.7%), reasoning (15.6%), listing (9.2%),
guideline-based (4.9%), can not identified and others (3.1%). Most health rumors
(69.5%) adopt single narrative strategy, while 28.8 % adopt two strategies.

The characteristics of different themes of the health rumors are similar to
the characteristics of all rumors under investigation. In addition, there is not
much difference between verified online health information and Internet health
rumors. The Internet health rumors, thus, will be potentially misleading because
both verified health information and Internet health rumors use statements from
health and medical professionals as evidence and justification. It causes further
difficulty in distinguishing the verified health information from the health rumors
because both textual and structural characteristics are almost identical.

This study aims to provide a guide for verifying trustable online health
information and to support health promotion and education through literacy
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by identifying problematic health information content and distinguishing
Internet health rumors from truth. According to the results, we are able to
make several implications and future research directions. For everyday health
information seekers, they are advised to evaluate the information they receive
with critical thinking skills. Also, information seekers should improve their
information literacy and health literacy skills so that they are able to identify the
information channels and sources to verify the health information that is not fully
comprehended. If health problems occur, an individual should firstly seek advice
from doctors or other medical professionals to avoid potential danger or health
threats from mistakenly believing the rumors to be accurate. From an institutional
perspective, collaboration between public health institutions and clinics or
hospitals, and public libraries or medical libraries on local campus should be
established to provide lessons or training sessions on health literacy and health
promotion. Public or medical libraries, on the other hand, should solicit health
literacy and education materials from health-related organizations, and make the
materials accessible to library patrons. Lastly, these health-related organizations
should regularly investigate and examine rumors and participate with other
organizations, such as public libraries, to guard the truthfulness of online health
information effectively.
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