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Abstract

Introduction. Presents findings from an online questionnaire investigating teens’ information-seeking
about COVID-19.

Methods. Online questionnaire completed by 26 teens, ages 15 to 19 years, living in Brooklyn, New
York, in June 2020. Responses include quantitative data (ranking and checklists) and qualitative data
(free writing).

Analysis. The questionnaire explored information themes in relation to COVID-19, such as information
sources and platforms, credibility and disinformation, teens’ roles in information intermediation,
affective aspects of their information behaviour, as well as what would have helped teens find COVID-
19 information.

Results. Teens experienced anxiety as they looked for reliable information about COVID-19. They
served as their family’s language brokers and technology experts, taking on the responsibilities of
information intermediator. Teens used social media platforms and legacy media as information
sources. Nevertheless, teens indicated a wish for institutional support and guidance from governments
(municipal, state, federal) and schools. Libraries were not an information source.

Conclusions. The results of this study have implications for research into teen mental health in relation
to the COVID-19 global pandemic, as well as reframing the meaning of ‘everyday life information
seeking’ during a time of crisis, when everyday life is not normal.
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Introduction

On March 11, 2020, the World Health Organization declared a global COVID-19 pandemic. New
York State issued stay-at-home orders on March 22, which were extended until May 15, 2020 (New
York State, 2020). Schools were closed and young people began several months of online learning. By
April 9, 2020, New York City had the most COVID-19 cases in the world (Millman, 2020) and, for
New Yorkers, constant sirens became the soundtrack of the health crisis (Associated Press, 2020). By
June 2020 New York City had started on its path to re-opening, but the previous three months were
still fresh in the memories of most, including the 26 teens from Brooklyn who participated in this
study.

The COVID-19 pandemic has disrupted many parts of adolescents’ lives (de Figueiredo, et al, 2021)
and uncertain times may trigger the need to seek information. Indeed, data from Google Trends has
shown an increase in searches for information about the coronavirus (Mangono, et al, 2021). A study
published by CommonSense Media investigated the ways that 1500 teens (age 14 to 22) have coped
with the pandemic, one of which is to seek information about COVID-19 (Rideout, et al, 2021). The
study found that more than eight in ten (85%) young people have gone online to look for health
information on a wide variety of topics (6). Of those health topics, among the most frequently
researched has been COVID-19 (58%). Young people also reported that social media has played an
important role in keeping them informed about current events during the pandemic (34%) and learning
how to protect themselves against the virus (31%). This paper continues this exploration into the
information-seeking behaviour of teens, as related to COVID-19. It paints a picture, albeit preliminary,
of the ways that teens navigated and coped with an emerging and complex information ecosystem
during the early months of the global pandemic.

Methods

An online questionnaire was completed in June 2020 by 26 teens, ages 15 to 19 years, living in the
borough of Brooklyn in New York City. Fifteen identified as female; eleven as male. They were
recruited through an invitation from the Brooklyn Public Library, to teens who had previously
registered in programs at the library, thus assuring that participants were teens living in Brooklyn. The
questionnaire was sent to 35 teens and completed by 26, a response rate of 74%. Participants were
compensated with a $10 gift certificate from Starbucks.

Table 1: Participants
Age 15 years 16 years 17 years 18 years 19 years
Number (Total=26) 3 12 6 4 1

The questionnaire was created with Google Forms and sent to participants by email in early June
2020. All questionnaires were completed within a week. The questionnaire included 16 questions
written in English and responses were a mix of quantitative data (ranking and checklists) and
qualitative data (free writing). The questions reflected information themes determined a priori, such as
information sources and platforms, credibility and disinformation, teens’ roles in information
intermediation, affective aspects of their information behaviour, and thoughts on what might have
helped them find information about COVID-19. Analysis and subsequent results address these themes.

It should be noted that since COVID-19 touched all aspects of teens’ lives, from school to mental
health, the questionnaire did not define ‘information about COVID-19’ as a concept specific to bio-
medical or health information. The open-ended questions in particular allowed for a broader window
on COVID-19 information — living in a pandemic having become, in a sense, a way of life
(Savolainen, 1995). Taking an everyday life approach allowed for a picture to emerge of what
COVID-19 actually meant to teens: school closures, lock-down, death rates, sterilization techniques,
directives for small businesses, and so on — far beyond what we might normally call ‘health
information’.



Results

Information sources and platforms

Teens were asked what their preferred sources for information about COVID-19 were. Since the
pandemic touched all aspects of life, the scope of information sources was broad (See Table 1 below.
Note that categories may overlap). Teens indicated a preference for information from official,
government sources (municipal, state, federal) as well as political leaders (Governor and Mayor). The
library, however trustworthy, was not an ideal information source for these teens, one suggesting that
because the library building was closed, they would therefore have no access to information — the
library website and digital resources not considered. Schools, as well, were low on the scale of
preferred information sources. Comments as to what might have helped teens find COVID-19
information suggest that schools could have played a more active role in the provision of COVID-19
information:

‘I think school could ve pushed more towards giving students like me access to valid and
reliable info. A lot of kids these days will believe anything on the internet, so it would 've
helped if they directed us to sources that were accountable.” (Female, 17 years)

Legacy media such as the New York Times was mentioned by three teens in their written responses to
questions regarding helpful and preferred information sources. According to one teen, this was only
because the New York Times - normally a subscription based service - had allowed free access to
COVID-19 information on its web site. Such access proved invaluable, as one teen explained:

‘I do not come from a community or family who listen or are aware of any news whatsoever
(we do not have a tv at home) so my only sources are the New York Times and other online
sources that are easily accessible.” (Male, 18 years)

People, not just documents and data, can be an information source and 60% of teens identified medical
professionals as their most preferred source. This could include medical professionals interviewed on
television, viewed on YouTube, or cited in news articles. Some caution should be applied when
interpreting this response. The people who teens thought they should trust may not be the people that
they actually used as information sources. Written comments suggest a different picture. For example,
one teen who identified medical professionals as their preferred information source, also identified
John Oliver, the host of the Daily Show (a comedy show) as a trusted source (Male, 15). Interestingly,
among the least preferred people for most teens were friends and family, even though these would
have been the people that teens were in contact with the most during the stay-at-home period. This
seemingly runs counter to the assumption that information seekers will look to their friends and family
first before seeking information sources from mass media (which today includes social media) because
it is just easier (Dervin, 1983).
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Figure 1: Teens’ preferred sources for information about COVID-19, ranked from highest to lowest (26 responses)

Although not a preferred information source, social media and messaging platforms did play a role in
the teens’ information seeking, reinforcing Rideout and Robb’s (2021) finding that social media has
helped teens stay informed during the pandemic. Asked ‘Which social media platforms do you use to
find information about COVID-19’ three teens said they did not use any social media platforms,
leaving 23 who did. Teens identified YouTube, Instagram, and then Twitter as their go-to platforms.
There is no indication how much these platforms were used to find information about COVID-19, only
that they were used. (Table 2 below displays teen’s reported use of social media platforms).
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Figure 2: Social media platforms used to find information about COVID-19 (26 responses)



Credibility, disinformation and discord

The teens in this study were asked a simple question about the quality of COVID-19 information,
using a colloquial term for disinformation - fake information: ‘Did you see fake information about
COVID-19’ Nineteen said yes, six reported ‘7 don’t know’ and one said no. (Figure 3 below shows the
percentages). Arguably there is an assumption here that teens have the capacity to ascertain credible
and reliable information. The questionnaire allowed them to provide evidence of so-called fake news
and every teen who answered yes did so, their commentaries demonstrating an understanding of
source credibility, the ways that social media amplifies disinformation, and their keen awareness of the
broader ideological and information wars. Overall, the teens revealed a deeply held scepticism of
social media platforms as a medium for reliable, trustworthy information about COVID-19, even as
they accessed and used this technology.

‘There was a lot of fake information related to how masks wouldn't help slow the spread of
the coronavirus and how it was actually detrimental to your health. I typically saw these
things on Facebook... I knew it was fake information because there was no scientific backing
to it and most people would just talk about their constitutional rights about not having to
wear a mask.” (Male, 16 years)

Perhaps one reason for this skepticism was due to their frustration over the politicization of
COVID-19. Four teens referred to President Trump as a source for disinformation, while others
noted the difficulty distinguishing between fact and opinion in the highly charged political
debates around COVID-19.

‘The president is doling out false information which makes it seem like COVID-19 is a
controversial, political topic, when in fact it is a matter of life and death and people still think
there should be a debate over it.” (Female, 18 years)

‘With the heavy politicization of the issue it was difficult at times to differentiate between
political banter and hard data.’ (Male, 18 years)

Have you seen fake information about COVID-197?

26 responses

® Yes
@ No

| don't know

Figure 3: Have you seen fake information about COVID-19?

Teens’ roles as information intermediators

Many teens in this study served as information intermediators for their family and friends — a heavy
burden to shoulder in a global pandemic. When asked if they had ever helped someone else look for
COVID-19 information, 15 answered yes (57%), nine said no (34%) and two didn’t know (7.6%).
(Figure 4 below shows the percentages). Twelve reported helping their parents or grandparents find
information and, if we extend the inner social circle to include friends, a total of 15 teens sought
COVID-19 information on behalf of others.
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Figure 4: Information mediation

Intermediaries act as information agents for others, fulfilling three information services: information
need recognition, information sourcing, and information comprehension (Buchanan and Ruthven,
2019). Although this role is typically associated with librarians and educators, it is also one that non-
professionals play in everyday life, including youth in stressful situations (Fisher and Yafi, 2018).
They do this for many reasons. For example, young people often serve as language brokers, translating
and interpreting for family, community, and peers who don’t speak the local language (Crafter and
Igbal, 2021), as was the case with this teen:

‘My parents work in a restaurant and COVID-19 really took a toll on their business. Since
they don't speak English that well, whenever they need more information on how quickly the
virus is spreading, what the city reopening phases are, regulations that businesses have to
abide by in light of social distancing, I'm always the one that has to help them research this
information.’ (Female, 18 years)

Another teen dealt with gaps in both language and digital skills, explaining that she helped her family
because ‘they are not familiar with technology and are not native speakers and wanted to find out
more about COVID-19’ (Female, 16 years).

One imagines that in New York City, home to 3 million immigrants (36 % of the city’s population),
speaking over 200 languages, this scenario has played out time and again for teens throughout the
pandemic (New York City, 2020). Translational roles go beyond language when we consider that an
intermediary has to interpret the information needs of others as well as the meaning of their questions,
a phenomenon identified as the ‘imposed query’ (Gross, 1995).

Teens also served as intermediaries due to their technical prowess, as was the case with this teen who
reported that his family does ‘not have access to any sort of outside news or information about the
disease due to a lack of participation in TV and the interne’ (Male, 18). Some teens became educators
in digital and information literacy, one showing her mother how to use Citizen App to find out how
many people were being affected by COVID-19 in New York City (Female, 16 years). Another
reported that her mother’s lack of information literacy skills drew her into WhatsApp chats with false
information: ‘Affer hearing from her these absurd rumors and theories that non-qualified people were
spreading, I told her about the importance of reliable, accountable, and valid resources. I gave her
access to things like the mayors and governors accounts so she was receiving accurate information’
(Female, 17 years).

The essence of intermediation is a trusting relationship (Buchanan and Ruthven, 2019), suggesting
socio-emotional ties to the person or people for whom one intermediates and therefore, aspects of
emotional labour. Imagine the emotional cost for this teen looking for COVID-19 information for her
sick grandmother.



‘I helped my grandparents because my grandmother was getting increasingly sick (and was
eventually hospitalized with COVID-19 though we didn't know if she had it at the time) and 1
was concerned by reports that specific pain killers could worsen the infection so I did
research into which drugs would be safe to use. I recommended that she not take Ibuprofen
because research indicated it could worsen or extend COVID-19 symptoms.’ (Female, 17
years)

Affective aspects of teen’s information behaviour

High rates of anxiety and depression have been reported among children and youth during the
pandemic (Courtney, et al, 2020, Office of the Surgeon General, 2021b). Teens are in a developmental
stage particularly sensitive to environmental stress and the COVID-19 pandemic may have elevated
the risks. Given this situation, the study looked to the teens’ feelings as they sought information about
COVID-19. They were specifically asked, ‘How did you feel when you were looking for information
about COVID-19°? An analysis of responses found emotion-laden words used to describe feelings
related to COVID-19 information (e.g. anxious, confused, frightened, hopeless, nervous,
overwhelmed, sad, scared, shocked, stressed, uncertain, worried...), suggesting that the teens in this
study experienced anxiety. This, coupled with their frustration over the politicization of COVID-19, as
mentioned above, created a highly charged information environment in which to navigate during a
global pandemic. The voice of teens gives us a window onto the intense feelings they experienced.

I felt super stressed because I wasn’t exactly sure where to look and what exactly qualified
as proper information.” (Female, 16 years)

‘I was overwhelmed because there was so much information about covid.” (Male, 16 years)

‘Confused, scared, hopeless, unsure. Words like antibody testing and vaccines were thrown
around but no one ever really had a definitive answer or timeline of when these cures would
come out.” (Female, 18 years)

Nevertheless, as the pandemic wore on, almost a third of the teens said they were navigating COVID-
19 information more adeptly than they had at the beginning and finding reliable sources (and perhaps,
more information sources became available to the public).

‘At first there was a lot of information all coming at me at once so I was a little bit
overwhelmed, but now I have been able to choose my favorite websites (my favorite is Johns
Hopkins) And I do most of my research there.’ (Male, 16 years)

What might have helped these teens find information about COVID-19?

Asked ‘What would have helped you find information about COVID-19°, a third of the teens wished
there was a centralized information source or tool where they could find verified, reliable information
about the pandemic. Some felt it would be fine if social media platforms had a section dedicated to
such a tool (and some eventually did), but most placed responsibility for this centralized system on
institutions such as schools or government. Underlying this may be a request for trusted adults and the
institutions that serve young people to step into the fray. One teen mentioned that adults should
provide him with ‘a list of sources or articles that are reliable for me to read up on’ (Male, 15 years).
At least three teens looked to their school - the institution closest to them — to play a more active role
in the provision of COVID-19 information. Luckily one teen said his teacher pointed him in the
direction of the World Health Organization (WHO) and the New York State’s Department of Health
(Male, 16 years) — an example of a teacher serving as an information intermediary. Even though these
teens had a relationship with the public library, at no point did any teen suggest that libraries could be
the centralized information clearinghouse that they sought.



Conclusion

This study offers a snapshot of how a group of teens navigated the early days of the COVID-19
pandemic. Results point to a need for deeper exploration into teens’ information-seeking behaviour,
feelings, and motivations during times of crisis. The data show that teens did engage with COVID-19
information through a variety of pathways and platforms. It also shows that from the beginning of the
pandemic, teens were not insulated from the broader political discourse surrounding COVID-19 and
were well aware of the emerging crisis of disinformation, a society-wide problem that has been called
‘an urgent threat’ (Office of the Surgeon General, 2021a). Nor were the teens in this study passive
receivers of information. Rather, many in this study were active seekers on behalf of others. Did
looking for information for others provide young people with an altruistic mission to help them get
through the pandemic or cause anxiety?

There are other questions that require more study. For example, some teens suggested that looking for
information about COVID-19 was a coping mechanism, empowering them to monitor the situation
and avoid illness (Miller, 1987; Folkman, 1984). If this was the case, how did this behaviour work out
for them? Was it helpful? We might also ask if there were other mechanisms at work. Were teens
seeking information for the sake of learning, or did the novelty of the situation simply interest them, in
the same way that many people see the news as entertainment? (Holmov, 1982)

Notwithstanding the fact that many teens willingly looked for COVID-19 information for themselves
and for others, they still expressed a sense of being overwhelmed. Did social media contribute to this
sense of unease, in pushing streams of information, perhaps uninvited, toward young people? At the
same time, one wonders what role the public library could have played in disseminating information
about COVID-19 (or at least, pointing the way to resources), had the teens thought to use this trusted
community resource. As noted above, no teen considered the library web site and digital resources in
the library’s collection as an option.

The experiences shared by the teens who participated in this study presage many of the ongoing
debates and concerns around COVID-19 information two years later. During times of crisis, teens
need both informational and emotional support, including recognition that many of them take on the
burdens of information intermediation on behalf of their families and friends. Results of this study
have implications for research into teen mental health in relation to the COVID-19 global pandemic,
as well as a reframing of what Savolainen’s ‘everyday life information seeking’ (1995, 2005) looks
like during a time of crisis, when everyday life is nof normal.
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