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1 
STUDENT PANDEMIC INFORMATION USE 

 

Abstract 

Since early 2020, life for students has changed tremendously. It has been a time of stress, 

turmoil, and trauma for students. Researchers from a large Midwestern university wanted to 

determine how student information use has changed during the COVID-19 pandemic. This paper 

examines the results of a mixed-methods study undertaken in 2021 using surveys and follow-up 

focus groups to determine if and how student information use has changed. To answer this, we 

explored student use of news sources, social media sources, political affiliations, and information 

responses, coupled with to what extent these factors demonstrate or impact potential changes in 

information use. We also addressed changes in the frequency of use, as well as the types of 

resources consulted, pertaining to information use of traditional and social media sources.   
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Student Pandemic Information Use 

In 2020, the world was affected by the challenges and consequences of the COVID-19 

pandemic. The university setting was no exception, affecting students’ ability to gather for class, 

collaborate in person, and access information within the classroom or library on a global scale. 

As more information about the COVID-19 pandemic was discovered and limitations continued 

to be enforced, students experienced stress and isolation while also adjusting to the online 

learning environment. Moreover, students experienced shifts and changes in their information-

seeking behavior in response to the COVID-19 pandemic.  

Due to the changes in the learning environment and variations in how individuals could 

access information, the researchers of this study aimed to explore changes in information use and 

information-seeking behavior among students. This study primarily examines how student 

information use changed during the COVID-19 pandemic, based on data gathered from a large 

Midwestern University. As a result, the primary research question is as follows: How has student 

information use changed during the COVID-19 pandemic? 

To answer this research question, this study explored news information sources, social 

media sources, information evaluation strategies, and general information responses, as well as 

the extent to which these factors demonstrate or impact potential changes in information use. 

Data was also gathered to address changes in the frequency of information use and the types of 

resources consulted pertaining to information use of traditional and social media sources.  

In this study, the researchers employed a mixed-methods study and executed it in 2021. 

The study used an online survey, supplemented by five iterations of virtual focus groups 

comprised of volunteer students who completed the survey. The virtual focus groups were held 

via Zoom and facilitated by the researchers, with one researcher taking notes and another reading 

instructions from a script and posing the scripted questions to the focus group participants. The 

focus groups were recorded and transcribed for reference and analysis by the researchers. 

Through the evidence provided by the resulting data, this study demonstrates how student 

information use has changed during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Literature Review 

Student information-seeking behavior has long been observed by scholars and has since 

been impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic. In particular, data about student information-seeking 

behavior in academic and research libraries have been captured through numerous 

methodologies, including questionnaires; ethnographic studies; mixed-methods studies; surveys; 

individual interviews; and focus group interviews (“Use and Assessment,” n.d.; Bauer, 2018; 

Chen et al., 2022; Esmaeilzadeh et al., 2018; Head et al., 2019; Head & Eisenberg, 2009; Head & 

Eisenberg, 2010; Lachlan et al., 2021; Shi et al., 2021; Superio et al., 2021; Tella et al., 2020). 

Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, students from a broad range of academic fields, 

backgrounds, and geographic locations sought information in different ways, exhibiting varying 

degrees of difficulty and library support. While most students believe they are able to find and 
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evaluate information online, they still struggle with initiating research and identifying a proper 

scope (Head et al., 2019). 

Moreover, students have also consulted a range of different information sources. Students 

use a mix of library sources and Google while conducting research and select particular sources 

based on credibility (Bauer, 2018). In other cases, students demonstrate interest in online sources 

as well as a preference to use the internet as an information-seeking tool (Tella et al., 2020; 

Thindwa et al., 2019). However, due to a lack of online information literacy skills and the 

barrage of information available, students can “get overwhelmed and confused” (Thindwa et al., 

2019, p. 8). 

 Information-Seeking Behavior of Students 

There are a variety of reasons and contexts that drive students to meet their information 

needs, though, knowledge of library resources may vary. Students depend upon class lectures 

and library services for academic work (Howlander & Islam, 2019). As a result, it is worth 

examining their engagement with information sources within the academic setting and beyond, 

particularly in the case of exploring how their information-seeking habits may have changed 

during the pandemic and its impact on the class and library environment. College student 

engagement with the news has been explored in the past, particularly examining how college 

students engage with news when credibility and “fake news” cause them to question the validity 

of sources (Head et al., 2019, para. 1). In addition to receiving news from multiple pathways, the 

classroom also acts as an “influential incubator for news habits” (Head et al., 2019, para. 1). 

Information continues to be available and accessible to students from a variety of sources and 

pathways, with the pandemic also inspiring numerous searches from individuals looking to learn 

more about COVID-19.  

            Once the COVID-19 pandemic began to concern individuals on a global scale, 

information-seeking behaviors were influenced heavily. Individuals worked to learn more about 

COVID-19, as evidenced by the many COVID-19-related questions from the World Health 

Organization and Center for Disease Control as well as the first 100 days of U.S. news coverage 

about COVID-19 (Abir et al., 2020; “Coronavirus Search Trends,” n.d.; “COVID-19,” 2021). A 

wide variety of sources were consulted by individuals, including the use of information sources 

such as the radio, social media, and interactions with others, in addition to source preferences 

influencing risk perceptions (Lachlan et al., 2021). Likewise, students utilized various library 

electronic sources and services. “In general, the pandemic has ushered in a revolution in online 

library instruction and the virtual delivery of library services” (Nelson & Tugwell, 2022, p. 3). 

Per the results of a study by Nelson and Tugwell, undergraduates used lecture notes to complete 

assignments and developed an information-seeking pattern that did not change, while 

postgraduate students used various library information channels, primarily relying upon 

electronic journals. 

Information Literacy Among Student Populations 

The need for health information literacy during the COVID-19 pandemic has become a 

fruitful ground for additional studies and the role libraries can play in the information-seeking 
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process, often in conjunction with studies regarding information avoidance (Chen et al., 2022). 

Throughout the pandemic, “data quality has gained traction globally,” with political leaders 

arguably “embracing the importance of data driven decision making for formulating strategies 

and reopening their countries” (Lloyd et al., 2020, p. 1). One such study focuses on the Digital 

Health Literacy Instrument, which “measures operational skills, navigation skills, information 

searching, evaluating reliability, determining relevance, adding self-generated content, and 

protecting privacy” (van der Vaart & Drossaert, 2017, p. 1). 

However, some concerns developed in response to the “quality of the data underlying 

some metrics that are being used to compare and monitor our progress in fighting against the 

disease” (Lloyd et al., 2020, p. 2). Before the COVID-19 pandemic, a study in Isfahan, Iran, 

examined adolescent health information-seeking behavior related to high-risk behaviors and 

determined that adolescents possessed “a positive attitude towards health information” despite 

barriers to seeking health information (Esmaeilzadeh et al., 2018). In other instances, challenges 

were reported in assessing the reliability of information (Vrdelja et al., 2021). Students with a 

sufficient level of digital health literacy were more likely to pursue information through official 

institution websites and search engines, while those with limited digital health literacy used 

social media to find information (Vrdelja et al., 2021). As COVID-19 cases began to be reported 

in Italy, information sources were viewed as “fundamental, since they strongly influence public 

opinion” (Falcone & Sapienza, 2020, p. 1). Despite a history of distrust in the government, this 

study found that “people strongly modified their [information-seeking behavior] in order to 

assess the most reliable sources,” namely relying upon scientists (Falcone & Sapienza, 2020, p. 

1).  

As is the case with information-seeking behavior, health information literacy also 

presents difficulties. In a study that implemented the Digital Health Literacy Instrument, findings 

showed that “the level of digital health literacy in relation to dealing with web-based COVID-19-

related information was high, however, a significant portion of University students still face 

difficulties with certain abilities to deal with information, such as finding the right information 

and evaluating its reliability” (Dadaczynski et al., 2021, p. 14). A further study expressed a 

discrepancy between how students evaluate information sources, with 81% of students paying 

attention to a source’s date of publication and 85% of students not considering the credibility of a 

source’s author, recommending further development of online health information-seeking skills 

for undergraduates as well as health literacy (Hsu, 2021; Schäfer et al., 2021). Another study 

regarding the library uses and needs of Chinese college students during the COVID-19 pandemic 

showed that students did not possess a thorough understanding of library online resources (Shi et 

al., 2021). As a result, academic libraries “should consider making more outreach efforts and 

offering programs and events to ameliorate isolation and improve students’ sense of community” 

(Shi et al., 2021, p. 150).  

Information Sources 

During the COVID-19 pandemic, health information has been used to “inform the public, 

manage risk, understand capacity, prepare the health system and to plan public health strategy” 

(Lloyd et al., 2020, p. 1). Social media has exhibited an influence on how individuals engage 
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with news and online communications, as evidenced in past pandemics with a prominent 

information presence on social media platforms (Lloyd et al., 2020). In addition to social media, 

college students have also used television as an information source. In particular, “[t]elevision 

was the primary, most believable, and preferred source when seeking information. The Internet 

as a preferred source of information was significantly found to make college students very 

cautious” (Superio et al., 2021, p. 1). 

Additionally, studies conducted before and during the COVID-19 pandemic 

demonstrated differences in information sources utilized among students. One health 

information-seeking behavior study determined the differences in health information-seeking 

behavior among participants between March 2019 and April 2020, before and during the 

COVID-19 pandemic, noting “a statistically significant difference in the increase number of 

sources and the ranked quality of the sources that people used during the pandemic” 

(Zimmerman, 2021, p. 1248). In addition to showing a strong reliance upon social media, the 

study revealed that“[p]articipants were much more likely to use credible news sources, especially 

if they were older, more educated and had higher literacy levels—both health and information” 

(Zimmerman, 2021, p. 1248). Moreover, “[t]he participant group in the pandemic had a much 

heavier reliance on sources that are often used in a passive encountering way but engaging with 

them in an active information-seeking manner” (Zimmerman, 2021, p. 1248). The study depicted 

an overall increase in the number and quality of sources consulted during the COVID-19 

pandemic (Zimmerman, 2021).  

Methods  

This paper aims to identify how student information use has changed during the COVID-

19 pandemic in terms of frequency, types of resources consulted, forms of social media 

engagement (e.g., sharing, retweeting, etc.), and information evaluations. The research approach 

utilized a mixed methods study design, incorporating both an online student survey and focus 

groups.  

Developing an Instrument 

While prior studies about information-seeking behavior and information sources have 

been conducted, the impact of the pandemic on university students across a wide range of 

academic majors in the United States has yet to be explored. Capturing the perspectives of these 

students and international students studying at a university in the Midwest, the investigators of 

this study aimed to develop an instrument that would capture the information needs and 

information-seeking behaviors of university students. 

In an effort to successfully execute virtual focus group sessions, the investigators of this 

study examined best practice recommendations for utilizing videoconferencing programs to 

obtain qualitative data during the COVID-19 pandemic, particularly focusing on the features 

used in Zoom (Johnson & Odhner, n.d.; Liamputtong, 2011; Santosh et al., 2021). Additional 

literature was reviewed to determine the amount and duration of student focus groups (Guest et 

al., 2016). In order to develop questions for the survey and focus groups, the investigators also 

consulted literature about questionnaires and scales pertaining to the measurement and study of 
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information-seeking behavior (Dadaczynski et al., 2021; Head, 2019; Soroya et al., 2021; Tella, 

2009; Timmers & Glas, 2010). 

Online Student Survey  

The online survey was administered during the spring semester of 2021 (April-May 

2021) to students on the main campus of a large Midwestern University. The survey was 

advertised using table tents and flyers stationed throughout the university libraries’ study spaces, 

as well as promoted via email and via the Libraries’ social media channels. Survey respondents 

were 18 years or older, voluntarily self-selected, and incentivized by being entered into a 

drawing for a $25 Visa gift cards. At the time of the survey, there were 46,655 full-time students 

at the University’s main campus, 35,706 of whom were undergraduate students.  

The instrument consisted of 37 questions and took an average of approximately 15 

minutes to complete. Survey respondents could also volunteer to participate in the focus groups 

that were completed during the Summer of 2021.  

Online Survey Population  

A total of 330 students started the survey, with 166 respondents completing more than 

98% of the survey questions. Respondents consisted of both undergraduate and graduate students 

across numerous fields of study. The majority of respondents were first-year college students 

(33%), followed by third-year students (22%), second-year students (17%), fourth-year students 

(12%), Masters students (10%), and Ph.D. students (4%).  

More than half of the respondents identified as female (54 percent), with 45 percent 

identifying as male and one percent identifying as non-binary/third gender. The majority of 

respondents described their political affiliation as liberal or very liberal (38%), 28 percent 

identified as moderate, 22% identified as conservative or very conservative, and 12 percent 

preferred not to disclose or identified with another political affiliation (see Table 1).  

Table 1 

Demographics of survey respondents 

Current Student 

Status 

                

N                             % of Sample 

College first-year 

student  54  32.53%  

College sophomore or 

second-year student  28  16.87%  

College junior or third-

year student  36  21.69%  

College senior or 

fourth year student  20  12.05%  
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College fifth-year 

student or beyond  3  1.81%  

Masters student   16  9.64%  

PhD Student   6  3.61%  

Other (e.g. Exchange 

Student)   3  1.81%  

Total   166  100.00%  

Gender      

Male  74  44.58%  

Female   90  54.22%  

Non-binary/third 

gender   2  1.20%  

Prefer not to say   0  0.00%  

Total   166  100.00%  

Age       

18-20 years old  94  56.63%  

21-22 years old  40  24.10%  

23-25 years old  17  10.24%  

26 years old or older  15  9.04%  

Prefer not to state     0.00%  

Total   166    

Field of Study       

Humanities   13  7.83%  

Psychology  6  3.61%  

Social sciences and 

History  14  8.43%  

Natural sciences and 

mathematics   16  9.64%  

Computer science  2  1.20%  

Engineering  51  30.72%  

Education  2  1.20%  

Business  29  17.47%  

Heath professions and 

related programs  22  13.25%  

Other:      

Agriculture  2  1.20%  

Animal 

Sciences/Wildlife  4  2.41%  
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Aviation   1  0.60%  

Communication  1  0.60%  

Exploratory  1  0.60%  

Polytechnic  2  1.20%  

Total   166  100.00%  

Political affiliation       

Very Conservative   5  3.01%  

Conservative   31  18.67%  

Moderate  47  28.31%  

Liberal  39  23.49%  

Very liberal  24  14.46%  

Prefer not to state   15  9.04%  

Other  5  3.01%  

Total   166  100.00% 

 

Focus Groups  

Ten students participated in focus groups across five sessions. Most of the participants 

were freshman (40%), followed by juniors (30%), and the remaining students were either a 

senior (10%), sophomore (10%) or master’s student (10%). Students were not asked their gender 

identity or their political affiliation. (See table 2). Several students who signed up did not attend, 

making some of the groups smaller than planned, with two students in the first group, one in the 

second, three in the third, three in the fourth, and one in the fifth. The small focus group method 

was chosen to help deepen our understanding of information obtained in the initial survey. Focus 

group participants received a $10 Amazon gift card as compensation for their participation.  

The focus groups were organized and conducted by the investigators. The format for the 

focus groups was semi-structured, with nine primary questions and suggested follow-up 

questions (see Appendix B for the focus group questions). The investigators then transcribed the 

interviews from audio recordings and a preliminary codebook was prepared using thematic 

analysis until saturation was reached and no new codes emerged (see Appendix C). The 

transcripts were then reviewed separately by two of the investigators and then compared to 

provide inter-rater reliability.   

 

Table 2 

Demographics of focus group participants  

Current Student 

Status  

                

N                              % of Sample  

College first-year 

student   4  40.00%   
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College sophomore or 

second-year student   1   10.0%   

College junior or third-

year student   3   30.00%   

College senior or 

fourth year student   1   10.00%   

College fifth-year 

student or beyond   0   0.00%   

Masters' student      1   10.00%   

Total    10   100.00%   

Field of Study          

Humanities     0   0.00%   

Psychology                  0  0.00%   

Social sciences and 

History   0   0.00%   

Natural sciences and 

mathematics    1   10.00%   

Computer science   1   10.00%   

Engineering   2   20.00%   

Education   

                       

0 0.00%   

Business   3   30.00%   

Heath professions and 

related programs   3   30.00%   

Total    10  100.00%   

 

Results 

Information-Seeking Behavior 

In the survey, students were asked to estimate how often they had accessed different 

types of information sources during the past week in the Spring of 2021, which included news 

sources such as social media, news feeds, print resources, television, peer discussions, and more. 

To establish whether information use of news sources had been altered due to the COVID-19 

pandemic, participants were asked to reflect on whether their frequency of information use had 

changed since before March of 2020. While the “new normal” may affect recall of possible 

differences, some students did report both increases and decreases in their frequency of use. 

Notably, 40% of participants perceived that their information gathering through peer discussion 

had increased since before the COVID-19 pandemic, and 35% of participants noted an increase 

in television consumption. However, most participants did not feel that their information use had 

changed at all in terms of information sources consulted (see Figure 1). To simplify survey 

results, percentages from were often adjusted by combining “Much more” and “Somewhat 
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more,” into a “more” category, as well as combining “Much less” and “Somewhat less,” in a 

“less” category from the Likert scale responses. 

Perceived Change in Information Use of Traditional Sources by Frequency 

Figure 1 

 

Respondents were also asked to provide qualitative feedback regarding their news 

frequency during the COVID-19 pandemic within the survey. While multiple respondents 

confirmed that they did not experience a real change in news consumption following the 

pandemic, others discussed shifts in information behavior due to changes in their environment, 

interpersonal factors, and increased free time: “Before COVID-19, I would hear my 

peers/teachers discussing news events. This would prompt me to research the information on my 

own. Without being in the classroom as much, more of the information/event I hear about comes 

straight from the internet/social media.” Another student said, “I think my increase in news 

consumptions from being quarantined, or at least unable to go to campus for in-person classes 

and do much outside of the house. I have much more screen time than I did before the 

pandemic.” Another student commented that their increased level of “free time” also resulted in 

increased frequency of news consumption: “Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, I’ve been 

consuming a lot more news media as a whole due to the increase in free time I’ve had and due to 

the more frequency development in breaking news.” 

Process 

Students were asked about the news sources they consulted within the  focus groups. 

Several students talked about using Google to find information on different news topics. Some 

also mentioned the news function on their smartphones, which displays headlines on major news 

topics and links to articles from different sources, with Android devices displaying news directly 

from Google. For example, Student B said, “So I have an Android phone. And one of the, I 
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guess, features of that phone is like if I swipe left off with the home screen, it'll just start showing 

me a bunch of news articles curated by Google.” Students would use both of these methods to 

get to articles primarily in major news outlets. Student H describes their process here: “I 

definitely spend some time looking at that Google News just to understand what the topic that we 

were discussing, was it really happening. And then also visiting some of the websites of the news 

channels to understand what the reporting the same topic or not, the observations that they've 

had. So if you're looking at the websites of the news channels, Google, everything and trying to 

find out information.” 

Conversely, Student A had previously used this process, but now primarily consumes 

their information passively through social media, “I used to check Google news before the 

pandemic, quite a bit like every day when I was at school, just open up Google News and just see 

whatever is on the homepage. Just kind of quickly over it, so I could be well-aware, but I started 

to not use that so much. I think it was because of the fact that I had social media right there so I 

was like, what's the point of me looking at Google News when I can just get the information 

directly from social media.” 

Traditional News 

Many students in the focus groups had well-defined lists of traditional news sources they 

preferred to consult when seeking information. Sources mentioned included ABC, AP, BBC, 

BBC World News, Bloomberg, CNBC, CNN, Daily Wire, Fox, NBC, New York Times, Reuters, 

Wall Street Journal, and Yahoo News, with CNN being mentioned the most times by a total of 

four students. One student mentioned watching traditional news when it happened to be on the 

TV while they were in the room.  

 

Five students also mentioned seeking out international news sources, some because they 

were international students and others in order to gain a more global perspective on news being 

reported in the US. Student J noted, “I always thought the BBC was more objective when it came 

to the United States stuff and they also kind of have a more interesting take on international 

news.” 

 

Social Media 

 

All focus group participants indicated they use social media for information gathering. 

Platforms mentioned included Instagram, Facebook, Twitter, Snapchat, Discord, TikTok, 

YouTube, and Reddit. We found it interesting that the students identified the gaming platform 

Discord as a social media source, but Student A explains, “And I would also, you know, our 

friends. We set up a discord server, pre-pandemic which was just for like talking for fun. And 

then it kind of slowly turned into a like we would send links to different articles and such and 

look at that.” Many students reported an increase in the time they spent on these platforms due to 

the pandemic. Student D noted, “In regards to news consumption, before the pandemic, it used to 

be like I would usually just check the news on my phone at this often. But ever since the 

pandemic happened, I realized that I've been consuming much more news from all different 
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platforms like social media and also YouTube and also through different emails and newsletters 

and things like that.”  

 

Some students also reported an increased usage early in the pandemic but a more recent 

decrease. Student C stated, “I think I was using my phone way more I think it was the most I had 

increased within a week in terms of using my phone was like 25 percent and I was using social 

media for like ten hours a day in the most extreme case, but I think now it's probably down to 

like two or 1.5.” Some students specifically described a recent decrease due to information 

exhaustion. For example, Student I said, “I think social media is one of the biggest sources for 

me. However, I, over the course of the pandemic, just got significantly less invested in news and 

what was going on in the world. I think a large part of it for me was because it just seems like 

more of the same. I mean, if you turned on the news, whether it was March, April, the next 

March, the next April. It was the pandemic. What's the death count? How are we doing with 

vaccines? No matter what, it was the same thing every day I felt like. So I would still 

occasionally see something online and get inspired to research and do it a little deeply. I 

definitely became less engaged with news as time went on.” Student F agreed, saying, “My news 

consumption was decently high before the pandemic because I'd just be on my social media a lot. 

But during the pandemic and like now, I try to stay off social media because it's like usually 

negative news.” 

 

Many students seemed not to understand how social media feeds were curated on 

different platforms and projected bias onto specific platforms rather than critically evaluating the 

information they were seeing based on who and what they were following. For example, when 

asked about social media, Student G said, “I sort of found Facebook to share a lot more about my 

false information sources or what I perceived to be false information sources. And Twitter sort of 

felt more reliable to me. I'm not really sure why that is. Maybe just because of what has been like 

previously shared around […] So I feel like Facebook gets shared a lot of opinions turn more 

into the political side. Whereas I was finding Twitter news sources to be more just like I don't 

know, current events, like what's happening more just like the straight information as opposed to 

like opinion sources.” 

 

Interpersonal 

 

Almost all focus group students reported using interpersonal sources for information 

gathering. For example, Student A notes, “I would talk to a lot of my friends about things that 

are going on in the news. Because the news is so vast that I only get like a little bit of it while, 

my friends get only a little bit of it. We might not be getting the same information. So us sharing 

it will allow us to understand about like parts of information. So they might be gaining an insight 

that I never got. So that's kind of, that was the cool part of like, you know, talking to other 

people's gaining the different insights into different information.” One student discussed using 

information from interpersonal connections to reach out to other people they knew, “I did, yeah, 

especially because I have friends that are more informed than me. I usually lean on them for 

information and then I like to share that with my platform because then I can reach out to people 
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from back home.” Student F also talked about using interpersonal information gathering to 

improve their decision making, “I would say that it helped with my decision making, because 

talking with them, we disagree I get to see both sides of the issue that make a more educated 

choice for myself.” Students also talked about giving different levels of credibility to different 

people based on the topic they were discussing, and others talked about receiving misinformation 

from people outside of their university circles, which made them more cautious.  

 

One student discussed how they dug further into information received from interpersonal 

sources and gained a deeper understanding of the topic through this process, “I think there have 

been cases like having discussions with friends. They've been telling me something. When I 

went ahead and looked for that information online, there were things that I was surprised to look 

at and that really changed my perception about those topics that people are discussing. So there 

were times where I felt that whatever was being portrayed to me was correct but looking online, I 

had a perception about a topic but it had changed when I did more research about the topic.” 

 

Three students also discussed passive information gathering from interpersonal 

connections, with student J noting, “I was never really seeking out that information and kind of 

just dripped down to me from what other people are saying.”  

 

Several students mentioned consuming more news and spending more time on social 

media during periods of quarantine because of the extra time available, with one stating, “I think 

I consumed a lot more news than I would normally consume just because there isn't much to do.” 

One student conversely reported they became less engaged with the news because they were 

unable to have conversations with their peers and felt they did not have an outlet to discuss what 

was occurring. 

Information Use – Frequency by Topic  

In addition to the types of information sources consulted, survey participants were asked 

to reflect upon their frequency of information consumption by topic. Most notably, many 

students perceived changes in their consumption of “health and medicine” related news, with 

34% of participants perceiving an increase in frequency, 35% of participants perceiving a 

decrease, and 31% of participants estimating their frequency was about the same. This was 

consistent when compared to Head, DeFrain, et al. (2019), where weekly consumption of “health 

and medicine” increased by 20.4% between 2019 and 2021.  

Figure 2 

Perceived Change in Information Topics Consulted by Frequency 
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Due to the prevalence of news coverage on the COVID-19 pandemic, some respondents 

confirmed that their information frequency increased on topics related to health and medicine 

through qualitative responses. One respondent said, “COVID-19 has only affected my news 

consumption in that there is more health-related news in my feed due to the pandemic.” For 

some, health-related news became their most frequently sought category: “My consumption of 

health-related news used to be next to nothing, but now it’s one of the most consumed news 

categories.” Another noted that “COVID-19 has shifted what kind of news I listen to. I spend 

more time on health and things related to COVID and less time on everything else.”  

Information Use – Sharing and Retweeting  

When asked about perceived changes in sharing and retweeting by frequency, most 

respondents reported that they had shared information at a similar rate both before and after the 

pandemic. However, 15% of respondents did acknowledge that they increased sharing of both 

“health and medicine” and “race and immigration” In contrast, others found themselves sharing 

less on the topics of “health and medicine” and “race and immigration,” with a 20% and 16% of 

individuals reporting a decrease, respectively.   

Figure 3 

Perceived Changes in Sharing and Retweeting Frequency by Topic  
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When asked about attitudes towards sharing or retweeting before and after the pandemic, 

most students did not waver in their opinions. However, prior to the pandemic, 35% of 

respondents believed sharing news was important for letting friends/followers know about 

something they should know. This value increased to 48% percent following the pandemic. 

Information Evaluation  

Students were also asked to reflect upon their information evaluation strategies following 

the pandemic. While there was a trend in students who believed their evaluation criteria had not 

changed, 20% of students became more concerned with the currency of information. 18% of 

students also reported an increased tendency towards reading or reviewing an entire story from 

start to end before making a decision about the information. Some students also reported that 

they utilized certain evaluation criteria less. Notably, 15% of respondents felt that they compared 

and fact-checked information less using different sources following the pandemic.  

Figure 4 

Perceived Changes in Evaluation Criteria  
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From the qualitative survey responses, students cited issues of bias when digesting news 

sources: “The majority of everything is severely biased and “attack”-like,” and “News feels more 

conflicting.” Some respondents were drawn to seeking more authoritative or trustworthy sources: 

“I do read articles from Facebook, but rarely do I take those at face value. Especially information 

regarding politics and COVID-19, I often will do my own research and fact-checking to see if 

articles are providing accurate information or not,” and “The COVID-19 pandemic and 

quarantine of social isolation encouraged me in a way to receive my news more from online 

trustworthy sources and to take advantage of trustworthy websites.”   

All focus group students recognized that there is some inherent bias in the media they 

consume, and many discussed seeking additional sources as a form of information evaluation. 

Student E talked about losing trust in specific outlets if they neglected to include important 

details, “like established brands have some more weight behind their names, but also like when 

I'm researching compare articles like if certain sites left out, like big details about an event that 

kind of makes me question how credible they are and question if they're just trying to advance a 

narrative instead of report news.” Student E stated, “I think that they can all kind of have a slant 

to them one way or the other. So that's why I like to do some research if I'm interested in a topic 

and kind of see if I can find different viewpoints.” Student B outlined their concerns and how 

they mitigated them, “I think when I would see some news, sometimes I'd see it from my 

conservative biased news sources first, and then I would go supplement that with liberal-leaning 

sources just because I wanted to see like a whole picture.” Student I noted additional problematic 

behavior from media sources and their subsequent frustration, “Well, I mean, at first, you know, 

if I saw an article headline on social media, I would just search for that exact headline, find 

wherever it came from, read that first. But then if I wanted to learn more beyond that, I'd usually 

default to either BBC World or the Wall Street Journal are two of my favorites. I have had issues 

with CNN and Fox in the past where I don't think that they appropriately label their opinion 

pieces versus their fact ones. I mean, I know they differentiate them, but not clearly enough in 

0 20 40 60 80 100 120 140 160 180 200
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my opinion. So I've found myself halfway down an article only to realize that it's an opinion 

piece and I was wondering why that language was so inflammatory.” 

Alternatively, other students have specific news sources that they trust and tend not to 

question, relying on the credibility of the source. Student D notes, “Again, going back to the 

trustworthiness of the news outlet himself. So like, say someone like a news platform like CNBC 

has been around for a long time covering a lot of news all around the world. So I'll definitely 

been more trustworthy to that compare to a random article on Facebook.” 

Bias in mainstream news was repeatedly mentioned. To combat this, students discussed 

branching out and seeking additional news sources to confirm or deny what they were seeing or 

to learn about a different viewpoint on the topic in an attempt to gain a balanced understanding. 

For example, Student E stated, “but I think that they can all kind of have a slant to them one way 

or the other. So that's why I like to do some research if I'm interested in a topic and kind of see if 

I can find different viewpoints.” Student B said, “I think when I would see some news, 

sometimes I'd see it from my conservative biased news sources first and then I would go 

supplement that with liberal-leaning sources just because I wanted to see like a whole picture.”  

Student A “Like when it came to liberal news, if I see a liberal news first, I would still look, go 

look at conservative news to see what the other perspective is. Because sometimes like there's 

ways that the other side is sometimes right. Because you can't always by default, I think that one 

side is right automatically, I always want to be sure I'm double-checking to make sure that, you 

know, what I read if it was right or correct by looking the other side to see what the other 

perspective was, like what their sort of argument for why they view it another way or not. But 

yeah, I would look out for like conservative sources whenever I saw a lot of liberal sources 

because, naturally, on social media, there is a bigger liberal presence. So, I would go out and 

seek other conservative news.” 

 

A few students discussed strategies other than looking for additional sources, including 

Student A: 

I click on the source, does actually give, like, does it cite someone else. So kind of like 

what we're taught in school, like look at sources, make sure to cite to credible 

organization, and such, so yeah. But also look at what they're citing. Again, like sourcing 

the crucial part that we learned in high school. And I understand it fully more than ever. 

So if they like, if they said this is coming from a non-government, like I'm just gonna 

example at this point, I don't know like proper one to give but I'll just say if it was a CDC 

study. I'm more likely to believe it. But if it's not a CDC study, let's say it's like a third 

party, independent researcher. I'm very hesitant because the back of my head I'm like, 

okay, there could be anything, they could have paid the person to make their results 

purposely be like this because it's a third party, it's private. So, you know, I will try to 

make sure that first, keep that in mind that what the bias is. Second, see what sources or 

what the source is, and who was conducting it, what research they are citing, or whatever 

it may be. And then look at possible ways that source could possibly corrupted in 

quotation marks. 
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Interestingly, even though the focus groups were not explicitly asked about academic 

sources, Student C mentioned that they like to follow up on news articles surrounding the 

pandemic by looking in academic journals to see what the research is saying firsthand. When 

asked for more information regarding this practice, the student noted that they had a class their 

senior year of high school that taught them how to use peer-reviewed journal articles, and this is 

where they go when they want objective, fact-based information in order to make more informed 

decisions. Student D also discussed going beyond the news to the article being cited, “If it's a 

very big piece of the information, I'll try. If it's a very like life-changing information, I’ll try to 

go to the research paper itself. 

Statistical Significance Testing  

Since the survey used in this study was based, in part, on the Project Information Literacy 

study (Head et al., 2019), the following questions in both studies were virtually identical and 

comparable for significance testing (see appendix A for the list of survey questions):  

Q1: How often, if at all, has your news come from one of these sources during the past 

 week? 

Q3: In the past week, how often have you read, listened to, or viewed news items about 

 the following topics? 

Q5: How often, if at all, did your news come from one of these social media sites during 

 the past week? 

While the data samples consisted of two different populations, there were similarities in the 

estimated weekly frequency of news consumption by source, social media usage, and topic type 

when comparing 2021 and 2019 data, which supports the inference that most students did not 

experience a significant change in their information usage due to the COVID-19 pandemic in 

most categories. 

Table 3 

Comparison of 2019 and 2019 Percentages (weekly and daily) 

 2019 2021 2019 2021 
Question: Daily (%) Daily (%) Weekly (%) Weekly (%) 

Sources Consulted          

Social media 72% 70.99% 89% 91.60% 

News feeds  32% 26.72% 55% 62.21% 

Print newspapers or magazines 5% 4.58% 33% 27.10% 

Television  32% 19.47% 76% 68.70% 

Radio 15% 10.31% 45% 39.69% 

Discussions with peers  14% 6.11% 37% 20.23% 

Discussions with professors  9% 9.92% 28% 35.11% 

Discussions with librarians  48% 37.02% 93% 89.31% 

Social Media Usage          
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Facebook 45% 21.24% 77% 46.11% 

Instagram 27% 40.41% 51% 73.58% 

LinkedIn 4% 13.47% 15% 40.41% 

Pinterest  3% 4.15% 12% 18.13% 

Reddit 10% 16.06% 18% 40.93% 

Snapchat 27% 32.12% 55% 62.18% 

TikTok - 23.83% - 42.49% 

Tumblr 5% 4.15% 12% 9.33% 

Twitter 28% 26.94% 42% 45.60% 

Youtube  24% 30.57% 54% 63.21% 

Topics Consulted          

Traffic and weather 66% 68.32% 90% 92.37% 

Environmental & natural disasters 19% 17.56% 68% 69.85% 

My town or city  23% 14.50% 72% 70.99% 

National government & politics 51% 37.02% 89% 84.35% 

Business and the economy 27% 26.72% 67% 67.94% 

Crime and public safety 27% 22.90% 78% 70.61% 

International or foreign issues 34% 24.05% 77% 71.37% 

Health and medicine 20% 33.97% 67% 87.40% 

Political memes  49% 40.08% 82% 77.10% 

Schools and education 34% 23.66% 81% 69.85% 

Science and technology 28% 29.01% 77% 75.57% 

Race and immigration 30% 25.19% 75% 71.76% 

Sports 25% 24.43% 56% 56.11% 

Entertainment and celebrities 32% 25.19% 71% 67.94% 

Lifestyle  33% 20.99% 71% 69.85% 

Art and culture 26% 16.03% 68% 50.76% 

 Note: N=262 (2021) | N≈4385 (2019) 

To determine whether these results were statistically significant, data from the 2019 

sample (Head et al., 2019) were compared to the 2021 sample in this study using the chi-square 

test for homogeneity, which shows whether the distributions of the two sample populations are 

the same or different. To run the chi-square analysis, actual values from the Head et al. 2019 

sample were estimated based on the proportions within each category outlined in their study and 

multiplied by the average sample size because specific sample sizes per question were not 

provided. Additionally, daily counts from the 2021 sample were added to the weekly counts to 

be consistent with the Head et al. (2019) study. Results were compared using a 5% level of 

significance.  

   H0: PA =P B                                                       HA: PA ≠ P B 

   Chi-square equation: ∑i⋅j(O−E)2E               α = 0.05 
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Table 4 Chi-Square Test: Source Frequency (weekly and daily) 

Type of sources consulted  X2 df P-value Accept or Reject H0 

Social media 0.181 1 0.671 Accept 

News feeds  4.307 1 0.038 Reject 

Print newspapers or magazines 0.116 1 0.733 Accept 

Television  1.29 1 0.255 Accept 

Radio 0.612 1 0.434 Accept 

Discussions with peers  3.154 1 0.076 Accept 

Discussions with professors  9.91 1 0.002 Reject 

Discussions with librarians  0 1 1.000 Accept 

Note: N=262 (2021) | N≈4385 (2019) 

 

Table 5 

Chi-Square Test: Social Media Usage Frequency (weekly and daily) 

Social Media Sites  X2 df P value Accept or Reject H0 

Facebook 1.560 1 0.212 Accept 

Instagram 0.064 1 0.800 Accept 

LinkedIn 1.340 1 0.247 Accept 

Pinterest  0.049 1 0.824 Accept 

Reddit 2.515 1 0.113 Accept 

Snapchat 0.102 1 0.750 Accept 

Tumblr 0.022 1 0.881 Accept 

Twitter 0.457 1 0.500 Accept 

Youtube  0.269 1 0.604 Accept 

Note: N=262 (2021) | N≈4385 (2019). TikTok was omitted from this analysis because it was not included 

in the 2019 study by Head et al.  

 

Table 6 

Chi-Square Test: Topic Frequency (weekly and daily) 

Type of topics consulted  X2 df P-value Accept or Reject H0 

Traffic and weather 0.007 1 0.933 Accept 

Environmental & natural disasters 0.389 1 0.532 Accept 

My town or city  6.147 1 0.013 Reject 

National government & politics 6.779 1 0.009 Reject 

Business and the economy 0.028 1 0.866 Accept 

Crime and public safety 0.182 1 0.669 Accept 

International or foreign issues 3.316 1 0.069 Accept 

Health and medicine 4.096 1 0.042 Reject 

Political memes  2.998 1 0.083 Accept 

Schools and education 2.043 1 0.153 Accept 

Science and technology 0.151 1 0.697 Accept 

Race and immigration 0.795 1 0.372 Accept 
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Sports 0.026 1 0.871 Accept 

Entertainment and celebrities 1.752 1 0.186 Accept 

Lifestyle  7.819 1 0.005 Reject 

Art and culture 1.125 1 0.289 Accept 

Note: N=262 (2021) | N≈4385 (2019) 

From the chi-square analysis, most categories had a p-value greater than a 0.05 significance 

level, indicating that there was sufficient evidence that these two samples were homogenous. 

However, there were a few exceptions. In terms of the frequency of sources consulted, the results 

for “news feeds” and “discussions with teachers/professors” had a p-value less than .05 and thus 

had distributions that were different. When analyzing the types of topics consulted, categories 

related to “My town or city” (local news), “National government and politics,” “Health and 

medicine,” and “Lifestyle” also had p-values less than .05. Because the data represents two 

independent samples that were taken at different locations and times, these results cannot be 

attributed to the pandemic entirely. However, it does show a statistically significant difference in 

the two samples that are consistent with the self-reported reflections from the survey responses 

that explored how personal information use had changed. In particular, students reported changes 

regarding frequency of discussions with professors and increases in frequency of consulting 

topics related to health and medicine and national government and politics. While many 

respondents in this study did indicate changes in consulting race and immigration information 

and conferring with their peers as a means of information gathering, these results were not 

statistically significant when comparing these datasets using chi-square analysis.   

Conclusions 

We found the student information-seeking process to mirror that of Thindwa et al. (2019, 

p. 1), with students often starting their information searches in Google. We were, however, 

surprised to find that the frequency of information sources used didn’t change much after the 

onset of the pandemic. This finding was validated by the comparison to the Project Information 

Literacy study (Head, DeFrain, et al., 2019), which showed similar information and news source-

use pre-pandemic in a larger population, with most of these categories showing homogeneity 

within both populations following a chi-square analysis. However, a few categories, such as 

information gathering through news feeds and discussions with professors, along with consulted 

topics such as health and medicine and national government politics, did present differences in 

the distribution between the two populations. While not considered statistically significant 

compared to the 2019 sample, there were many students who participated in this study that 

observed notable changes in their information gathering through peer discussions. Forty percent 

of survey participants reported increases in their information gathering through conversing with 

their peers since prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, despite that many students were often not 

seeing one another, or their instructors, in person.  

This has important implications for library instruction. Students are using interpersonal 

connections as information sources, which can be easy to miss when creating an information 

literacy lesson plan. Based on the increase in information gathering through peer discussion, it 

would be valuable to talk to students about how to gather, evaluate, and use information from 
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human sources, as well as traditional sources. It is also worth noting that students in both the 

survey and the focus groups discussed an increase in social media and phone use at the beginning 

of the pandemic that then went back to pre-pandemic levels. This clearly relates to the increased 

responsibility the students felt to share information on social media with their friends and 

followers in the areas of “health and medicine” and “race and immigration.”  

Our responses from focus group students also aligned with Falcone and Sapienza’s earlier 

study (2020, p. 1), with students looking for health related information from the most reliable 

sources, e.g., official government health organizations. These students may have felt an 

increased level of confidence in the information they were sharing as many had solid strategies 

for evaluating information and mitigating bias. While most students discussed consulting 

multiple sources, a surprising number detailed higher-level strategies to ensure they were getting 

a clear picture of their information landscape, including determining the original source(s) of 

specific information, the types of sources that were cited, and who was conducting and funding 

particular research. Students were also very clear about what news sources they considered to be 

most reliable.This helps support the evidence that the students are, indeed, using solid 

information evaluation strategies and looking beyond politically biased information sources.  

Overall, the students impressed us with their reported information literacy skills. This 

could be because this University has competitive admissions; the average new student in Fall 

2022 has a GPA of 3.74, an average SAT total of 1317, and an average ACT of 29.8 (Purdue 

News Service, 2022), which may impact the base level information literacy skills with which 

they arrive. Alternatively, this could be a national trend, with students understanding the 

importance of information evaluation and other information literacy skills. This has implications 

for practice, as librarians sometimes have to choose how to spend valuable time in an instruction 

session. If students truly understand this as deeply as this study implies, this can help make the 

choice of topic easier. We recommend instructors explore this with local student populations to 

help mitigate assumptions of student information literacy competencies and adjust instruction 

methods and content accordingly.  

A primary limitation of this study is that the students recruited were selected via non-

probability sampling for the survey, and self-selection for the focus groups, and all from one 

university. The sample size for both was also small, which limits the conclusions that can be 

drawn both independently, and through comparisons with previous studies. Despite edits and 

trial runs to shorten the wording, consolidate questions, and overall shorten the amount of time 

required to complete the survey, it was still long, which resulted in a 50% completion rate. It also 

relies on recollections of prior information use, which could be unreliable, especially as the “new 

normal” has set in. 

For future research, we are interested in exploring how information use has changed 

further as we transition from a pandemic to an endemic environment. There should be more 

conversations with students that help deepen our understanding of how and why they make their 

information decisions. We are also interested in further exploring the information evaluation 

skills of university student, including which methods they use and how they learned those 
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methods. This information can help us make informed decisions in our classrooms regarding 

which aspects of information literacy require more attention. 

While this study focused on how student information use has changed during the 

COVID-19 pandemic, it is important to remember that both students and information use are 

always changing, regardless of any individual event. As educators, it is essential that we 

understand the choices our students are making so that we can help prepare them to navigate the 

world of information outside of academia. 
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Appendix A 

Survey questions 

1. How often, if at all, has your news come from one of these sources during the past week?  

Information 

Sources  

Several 

times a day 

 

Once a day 

 

2-3 times 

this week 

 

Once this 

week 

Didn't use 

this source at 

all this week 

Social media 

(e.g., Facebook, 

Twitter) ( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

News feeds (e.g., 

Apple News, 

Feedly, or alerts) ( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

Print newspapers 

or magazines 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

Online 

newspaper sites 

(e.g., 

NYTimes.com) 
( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

Television 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

Radio 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

Podcasts 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 
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Discussions with 

peers (i.e., online 

or face-to-face) ( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

Discussions with 

teachers/professo

rs (i.e., online or 

face-to-face) 
( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

Discussions with 

librarians (i.e., 

online or face-to-

face) 
( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

2. Thinking back to before the COVID-19 Pandemic, did you use these sources more or less 

frequently than you do now?  

Information 

Sources  

Much more 

 

Somewhat 

more 

 

About the 

same 

 

Somewhat 

less 

Much less 

Social media (e.g., 

Facebook, Twitter) 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

News feeds (e.g., 

Apple News, 

Feedly, or alerts) ( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

Print newspapers 

or magazines 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

Online newspaper 

sites (e.g., 

NYTimes.com) ( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 
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Television 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

Radio 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

Podcasts 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

Discussions with 

peers (i.e., online 

or face-to-face) ( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

Discussions with 

teachers/professors 

(i.e., online or 

face-to-face) 
( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

Discussions with 

librarians (i.e., 

online or face-to-

face) 
( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

3. In the past week, how often have you read, listened to, or viewed news items about the 

following topics? 

Information 

topics 

Several 

times a day 

Once a day 2-3 times 

this week 

Once this 

week 

Didn't follow 

this news at 

all this week 

Traffic and 

weather 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 
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Environmental 

and natural 

disasters ( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

My town or city 

(e.g., local issues, 

events, politics) ( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

National 

government and 

politics ( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

Business and the 

economy 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

Crime and public 

safety 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

International or 

foreign issues 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

Health and 

medicine 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

Political memes 

(i.e., a humorous 

image, video, or 

piece of text) 
( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

Schools and 

education 
( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 
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Science and 

technology 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

Race and 

immigration 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

Sports 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

Entertainment and 

celebrities 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

Lifestyle (e.g., 

hobbies) 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

Art and culture 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

4. Thinking back to before the COVID-19 pandemic, did you read, listen to, or view news 

items about the following topics more or less frequently than you do now? 

Information 

topics 

 

Much more Somewhat 

more 

About the 

same 

Somewhat 

less 

Much less 

Traffic and 

weather 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 
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Environmental 

and natural 

disasters ( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

My town or city 

(e.g., local issues, 

events, politics) ( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

National 

government and 

politics ( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

Business and the 

economy 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

Crime and public 

safety 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

International or 

foreign issues 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

Health and 

medicine 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

Political memes 

(i.e., a humorous 

image, video, or 

piece of text) 
( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

Schools and 

education 
( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 
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Science and 

technology 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

Race and 

immigration 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

Sports 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

Entertainment and 

celebrities 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

Lifestyle (e.g., 

hobbies) 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

Art and culture 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

5. How often, if at all, did your news come from one of these social media sites during the 

past week? 

Social Media 

Platforms 

Several 

times a day 

Once a 

day 

2-3 times 

this week 

Once this 

week 

Didn't use 

this 

source at 

all this 

week 

I don't 

use this 

social 

media 

source 

at all 

Facebook  

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 
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Instagram  

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

LinkedIn  

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

Pinterest 
( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

Reddit  

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

Snapchat  

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

Tiktok 
( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

Tumblr  

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

Twitter  

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

YouTube 
( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 
 

 

6. Thinking back to before the COVID-19 pandemic, did your news come from these social 

media sites more or less frequently? 

Social Media 

Platforms 

 

Much more Somewhat 

more 

About the 

same 

Once this 

week 

Somewhat 

less 

Much 

less 

Facebook  

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

Instagram  

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

LinkedIn  

( ) 

 

( ) 

 

( ) 

 

( ) 

 

( ) 

 

( ) 
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Pinterest 
( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

Reddit  

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

Snapchat  

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

Tiktok 
( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

Tumblr  

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

Twitter  

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

YouTube  

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

7. How often, if at all, have you shared or retweeted a news item on the social media sites 

that you use about one of these topics during the past week? 

Information 

topics 

 

Several 

times a day 

Once a day 2-3 times 

this week 

Once this 

week 

Didn't share 

this news at all 

this week 

Traffic and 

weather 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

Environmental 

and natural 

disasters 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

My town or 

city (e.g., local 

issues, events, 

politics) 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

National 

government 

and politics 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

Business and 

the economy 

 

( ) 

 

( ) 

 

( ) 

 

( ) 

 

( ) 
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Crime and 

public safety 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

International or 

foreign issues 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

Health and 

medicine 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

Political 

memes (i.e., a 

humorous 

image, video, 

or piece of text) 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

Schools and 

education 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

Science and 

technology 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

Race and 

immigration 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

Sports  

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

Entertainment 

and celebrities 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

Lifestyle (e.g., 

hobbies) 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

Art and culture  

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

8. Thinking back to before the COVID-19 pandemic, did you share or retweet a news item 

on social media sites that you use about one of these topics more or less frequently than 

you do now? 

Information 

topics 

 

Much more Somewhat 

more 

About the 

same 

Somewhat 

less 

Much less 
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Traffic and 

weather 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

Environmental 

and natural 

disasters 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

My town or 

city (e.g., local 

issues, events, 

politics) 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

National 

government 

and politics 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

Business and 

the economy 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

Crime and 

public safety 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

International or 

foreign issues 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

Health and 

medicine 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

Political 

memes (i.e., a 

humorous 

image, video, 

or piece of text) 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

Schools and 

education 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

Science and 

technology 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

Race and 

immigration 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

Sports  

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

Entertainment 

and celebrities 

 

( ) 

 

( ) 

 

( ) 

 

( ) 

 

( ) 
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Lifestyle (e.g., 

hobbies) 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

Art and culture  

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

9. When you're deciding to share 'breaking news'— a special news event that is currently 

developing — on social media, how do you evaluate the quality of the information that 

you share, if you do at all? 

Evaluation 

Strategy 

Strongly 

agree 

Somewhat 

agree 

Neither 

agree nor 

disagree 

Somewhat 

disagree 

Strongly 

disagree 

I don't 

share or 

retweet 

news items 

at all 

Sharing 

helps me 

define my 

online 

presence 

 

( ) 

 

( ) 

 

( ) 

 

( ) 

 

( ) 

 

( ) 

 

Sharing 

news lets 

me 

provoke 

responses 

from others 

( ) 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

Sharing 

news is a 

way to 

entertain 

my 

friends/foll

owers 

( ) 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

Sharing 

news is a 

way to 

entertain 

myself 

( ) 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

Sharing 

news gives 

me a way 

to have a 

( ) 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 
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voice about 

a larger 

cause in 

the world 

Sharing 

news gives 

me an 

opportunity 

to help 

change the 

views of 

my 

friends/foll

owers 

( ) 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

Sharing 

news gives 

me a break 

from what 

I am 

currently 

doing 

( ) 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

10. Thinking back to before the COVID-19 pandemic, when you would decide to share 

'breaking news'— a special news event that is currently developing — on social media, 

did you use these evaluation criteria more or less frequently than you do now? 

Evaluation 

Strategy 

 

Almost 

always 

Often Sometimes Rarely Never I don't 

share 

breaking 

news at all 

Sharing 

helps me 

define my 

online 

presence 

 

( ) 

 

( ) 

 

( ) 

 

( ) 

 

( ) 

 

( ) 

 

Sharing 

news lets 

me 

provoke 

responses 

from others 

( ) 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

Sharing 

news is a 

way to 

entertain 

( ) 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 
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my 

friends/foll

owers 

Sharing 

news is a 

way to 

entertain 

myself 

( ) 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

Sharing 

news gives 

me a way 

to have a 

voice about 

a larger 

cause in 

the world 

( ) 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

Sharing 

news gives 

me an 

opportunity 

to help 

change the 

views of 

my 

friends/foll

owers 

( ) 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

Sharing 

news gives 

me a break 

from what 

I am 

currently 

doing 

( ) 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

( ) 

 

 

 

Appendix B 

Focus Group Questions 

1. Can you describe your news consumption during the pandemic?  

a. How has it changed from prior to the pandemic?  

b. Did your living situation or social life impact this?  

2. Did your social media use change during the pandemic?   

3. What are your perceptions of the accuracy and reliability of the news you consumed? 

How did you evaluate this?  
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a. Were there times you believed something, then changed your opinion based on 

new information?  

4. Did the national and global social unrest impact your news consumption?  

5. How did the news impact your emotional state?  

6. Did your emotional state impact the news you sought out?  

7. Did you actively or passively avoid any news consumption? In what ways?  

8. Did information you found regarding the COVID-19 pandemic impact your behavior or 

decision-making?   

9. If at all, how did your political beliefs influence your information gathering behavior 

and/or decision-making regarding COVID-19?  

 

Appendix C 

Codebook 

Initial codes 

1. Quarantine / isolation [Quarantine] 

2. Information-seeking behavior: Traditional news [News] 

3. Information-seeking behavior: Social media [Social Media]  

4. Information-seeking behavior: Interpersonal [Interpersonal] 

5. Information-seeking behavior: Health authorities [Health] 

6. Information-seeking behavior: International news [International] 

7. Information-seeking behavior: Academic sources [Academic] 

8. News impacting emotional state [Emotion] 

9. News bias [Bias] 

10. Information avoidance [Avoidance] 

11. News influence on beliefs [News Influence Beliefs] 

12. Influence of political beliefs on information behavior [Political] 

13. Disinformation / Fake News [Disinfo] 

14. Information evaluation [InfoEval] 

Emergent codes 

15. Change [Change] 

16. Comedy [Comedy] 

17. Google [Google] 

18. Social unrest [Unrest] 
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