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Abstract  

______________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
The sharing of health information by educating patients and encouraging them to seek relevant 

information is one of the main strategies in disease prevention. By evaluating patient's information 

seeking behaviour and identifying the health information seeking trends, it is possible to establish 

effective techniques to deliver the necessary information to the patients to enhance their self-

management skills. It is critical to keep people informed about effective preventative techniques that 

can control their disease progression. Thus, this study aimed to highlight the role and importance of 

health information seeking behaviour among people with diabetes in Malaysia. 

 

Keywords: Health information seeking behaviour, diabetes, role, theory, health literacy 

______________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
Introduction  

 

The prevalence of diabetes is expected to increase globally across all countries in the next 25 years, with 

the largest increases projected to be from middle-income countries. According to the International 

Diabetes Federation's (IDF), three out of four people who are living with diabetes (352 million people) 

are in the productive age group between 20 and 64 years old as reported in 9th edition Diabetes Atlas, 

2019. In Southeast Asia, the prevalence of diabetes is expected to rise from 11.3% in 2019 to 12.2% in 

2030 and further on to 12.6% in 2045.  

 

Malaysia is one of 39 nations categorised under the IDF Western Pacific region. It is also one of the 

world's diabetes hotspots with as high as 3.6 million cases. Based on the National Health and Morbidity 

Survey (NHMS), there is a growing trend of adult diabetes patients above the age of 18 from 11.6% in 

2006, 15.2% in 2011, 17.5% in 2015 to 18.3% in 2019. Furthermore, a substantial difference in the 

diabetes prevalence was detected among Malaysia's major ethnic groups, with Indians having the 

highest prevalence of Type 2 Diabetes Mellitus (T2DM), followed by Malays and Chinese.  

 

As a chronic condition, patients' perspectives on information and knowledge of diabetes are critical in 

managing the disease to give rise to diabetes self-management education (DSME) and ongoing support 

(Kalantzi et al., 2015). Understanding Information Seeking Behaviour (ISB) among diabetes patients is 

vital because the relevant knowledge enables the patients to engage in more self-care behaviours to 

manage their diabetes more successfully, subsequently improving their quality of life. An in-depth 

comprehension of this dynamic process will allow the development of effective interventions for 

diabetes patients, especially in the effort to enhance their health literacy with regard to self-care diabetes 
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management. Thus, it is necessary to analyse the information-seeking behaviour (ISB) of individuals 

with T2DM to provide practical recommendations in the development of health education programmes 

that will adequately support people living with diabetes. 

 

 

Health Information Seeking Behaviour (HISB) 
 

According to Wilson (2000, p56), ISB refers to “purposive information searching as a result of a desire 

to do something”. During the information search, the individual may engage with manual information 

systems such as a newspaper or a library, or with computer-based information systems; the World Wide 

Web. ISB is a dynamic concept used to understand T2DM patients' behaviour in terms of what 

information they seek, from where they seek it (the source), the specific types of information they 

prefer, the barriers they face while seeking information, their needs in seeking health information, and 

the frequency of seeking health information (Lambert et al., 2007).  

 

Health information seeking behaviour (HISB) is gradually garnering public attention throughout the 

world, including Malaysia (Maon et al., 2017). It is frequently undertaken in response to a health 

problem or fear about a health problem (Lagoe, & Atkin, 2015). According to Niederdeppe et al. (2007), 

HISB refers to the process of obtaining information about health treatments, alternative medicine, diet, 

and physical activity. On the other hand, HISB might be investigated in various circumstances, 

including dealing with a health-threatening crisis, participating in medical decision-making, and 

engaging in preventative behaviour. Furthermore, it is frequently referred to as a problem-focused 

coping technique, thus suggesting that individuals with HISB devote their efforts towards becoming 

more dedicated.  

 

Moreover, Zhang et al. (2020) claimed that information seeking might help individuals to improve their 

coping abilities by enabling them to access relevant, high-quality health information that a guide them in 

medical decision-making. HISB is also envisioned as a mechanism for generating the type and quantity 

of information deemed vital for an individual to participate in medical decision-making. Individuals 

who actively participated in decision-making with healthcare professionals are likely to be more 

engaged in their search for health-related information (Vahdat et al., 2014). Nonetheless, a study 

conducted by Hashimoto and Fukhara (2004) discovered that the request for information does not 

always imply an active role in decision-making; rather, information may be sought for other goals such 

as evaluating the proposed therapy or forecasting the sequence of events.  

 

Besides that, HISB is also identified as a significant factor that influences a person’s willingness to 

engage in a healthy lifestyle or preventative behaviour. While obtaining appropriate information does 

not ensure healthy behaviour, it may empower individuals to make beneficial adjustments in health 

management (Shi et al., 2004). According to Hamzah et al. (2015), the understanding of health 

information seeking behaviour can offer insight into the present condition of the disease and also 

identify potential gaps in this area, particularly with regard to demographic characteristics. Similarly, 

the same study highlighted that research on information seeking behaviour may cast an effect on 

people's ability to control their health, particularly those with chronic diseases such as diabetes, cancer, 

or cardiovascular disease.  

 

In Malaysia, health promotion is viewed as a prerequisite in the control of chronic conditions. However, 

despite the availability of numerous health education initiatives, existing barriers lead to continuous 

escalation of chronic disease cases. In addition, many of the elements that may obstruct health seeking 

behaviours are unknown (Yu et al., 2015). To date, relatively little HISB research has been conducted in 

Malaysia, particularly among people with diabetes (Niederdeppe et al., 2007; Hamzah et al., 2015). 

Thus, the strengthening of health promotion activities is vital to empower patients' knowledge and 

capacity with regard to health information seeking (Mathialagan et al., 2018), particularly for diabetes 

patients in Malaysia.  

 

Investigating the channels of information sources may assist the development of an effective delivery 

method of health-related information to assist any relevant parties in providing concise content that can 
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be easily comprehended by the average person (Longo et al., 2010; Hamzah et al., 2015). Different 

approaches are required for marketing and information delivery purposes. These efforts must be 

intensive and tailored to the distinct needs of individuals to engage and motivate them in HISB for 

improved disease management (Lintonen et al., 2008). To achieve this, research is warranted on various 

aspects, including language preference to adapt to the needs of a particular population (Ahmad et al., 

2014; Kueh & Kuan 2018), improvised use of various media in broadcasting, professionally designed 

educational programmes (Qusaier et al., 2017), and exploitation of the internet to share and exchange 

information (Ahadzadeh et al., 2017).  

 

In the literature, most of the related research explored the patterns of HISB, specifically on how people 

interact with information, for instance; how they seek and use information. However, relatively few 

studies on HISB among diabetes patients in Malaysia have been conducted to date. Thus, a study 

examining trends in HISB, with a particular emphasis on diabetes patients seeking treatment at 

government health clinics in Malaysia, is crucial for overall improvement to overcome medical-related 

challenges. 

 

 

Model of Health Information Seeking Behaviour 
 

Health information seeking models are used to anticipate the behaviours and behavioural patterns of the 

people while seeking health-related information. Patients make self-management decisions based on 

their current needs by acquiring and integrating the relevant knowledge that can assist them to take the 

actions deemed essential at the time. Wilson's Information-Seeking Behaviour Model (1981, 1996, 

1999) provides a detailed conceptual model of HISB. The model is useful in examining the interactions 

between the variables that influence the HISB, determining whether the patient is an active or passive 

information seeker, and ascertaining the effects of HISB on health outcomes. Although the model was 

developed with cancer patients in mind, it can be modified to a certain extent to accommodate 

individuals with other chronic diseases such as diabetes and cancer (Longo et al., 2010).  

 

According to Wilson's Information-Seeking Behaviour Model, information-seeking behaviour can be 

categorised into four distinct categories: passive attention, passive search, active search, and ongoing 

search (Wilson, 1997). Passive attention refers to individuals who obtain knowledge inadvertently from 

actions such as watching television. Passive searching entails obtaining pertinent information while 

conducting other types of searches. It can evolve into an active search mode, particularly when the 

subject is of interest to the individuals and they are eager to learn more. Lastly, an ongoing search 

occurs during an active search when patients need to update their knowledge, confirm something, or 

satisfy their curiosity with regard to previously obtained information. Both contextual and personal 

characteristics of patients affect their HISB that in turn has an effect on both active and passive 

information seeking, as well as their experiences.  

 

However, according to Lenz’s information seeking model, the information search process is viewed as a 

subset of the decision-making process. The length of time and complexity of the selection process are 

assumed to be different and revocable at any stage. In general, the information-gathering component of 

the overall decision-making process consists of six sequential stages. Firstly, a stimulus, derived from 

within the person or the external environment is considered as the “call to action” that initiates the 

process of search. Recognising a problem to be solved, making a decision, achieving a goal, or 

anticipating a dangerous situation are all common stimuli for individuals to search for health-related 

information. Secondly, goal setting is performed to ensure the search will lead to more focused 

information to prevent unnecessary activities. Based on these objectives, the patient then determines the 

time frame for gathering information, the information sources to be used, the types of information 

needed, and other relevant factors.  

 

Thirdly, the decision-making about active search is determined by the amount of prior knowledge 

provided, the mental background of the issue, and the expected cost-benefit ratio of information 

seeking. If people believe that they have obtained sufficient information, they will not strive for more. 

Fourthly, the search behaviour is the stage that occurs when a person decides to actively seek 
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information. The scope of search is determined by two factors, such as the number of alternatives 

investigated and the number of aspects for each alternative. The extent of the search can range from 

superficial to detailed information gathering. It is also relative to the quantity of information obtained. 

 

Next, after actively seeking information, the individual will enter the stage of information acquisition. 

They will evaluate the information gathered and decide whether the current information obtained is 

meaningful or meaningless. Any current and fresh information is more easily remembered and it will act 

as a stimulus to encourage further search behaviour. Lastly, a decision will be made based on the 

adequacy of the new information acquired. The sufficiency of this new information is assessed to 

determine whether information seeking should be continued or discontinued. The end result of this 

search process can be seen from the cognitive and behavioural changes of the information seeker. 

 

Besides that, the health information acquisition model of Freimuth, Stein, and Kean also has six stages, 

similar to Lenz’s information seeking model. Lenz (1984) and Freimuth et al. (1989) also provided the 

most solid understanding of several aspects of HISB, including the extent and method. These steps are 

part of a decision-making process in which the selection at each phase influences whether one may go to 

the next level or the previous level must be repeated. However, this model does not study personal or 

environmental determinants that may affect information seeking behaviour. On the contrary, the 

strength of this model lies in the refinement of the information-seeking process. If the amount of 

information acquired is insufficient, one should return to the cost-benefit analysis step and continue the 

process until a satisfactory outcome is achieved. 

 

Longo (2005) and Johnson (1997), on the other hand, focused heavily on the technique dimension. 

Johnson explained the technique dimension in detail, emphasising that information sources are chosen 

based on how well they fulfil an individual’s information demands. Most of the models examined focus 

solely on whether people seek information or not, but neglect the potential of diversity within different 

extremes of HISB. Longo's (2005) model is the only one that takes into account the varied outcomes of 

information-seeking process. Collectively, all of the models give valuable insights into HISB, especially 

improving the understanding of why some people seek accessible knowledge while others do not. 

 

 

Roles of Information Seeking Behaviour  
 

Various individuals seek health-related information for different reasons. Today, many people search for 

health-related information to improve their health and quality of life. Numerous studies have discovered 

a positive correlation between individuals’ health awareness and their HISB. If patients seek 

information to improve their health, this information will be included in the decision-making process for 

health-related decisions. Thus, it can be characterised as a health decision-making process. As a 

consequence, patients feel more empowered and become more involved in their health-related decision-

making (Jacobs et al., 2017). Ultimately, it may improve treatment effectiveness and patient satisfaction. 

Besides, inappropriate consultations with healthcare providers can be reduced when patients can 

monitor their symptoms based on credible and verifiable health information. It may also result in cost 

savings associated with transportation and communication. In addition, patient’s ability to communicate 

with their doctors and engage in clinical consultations will be enhanced. Hence, patients will establish a 

new perspective on the doctor-patient relationship (Alwi et al., 2018). Moreover, HISB can be tailored 

to the unique characteristics of each individual based on their health status and concerns. In addition, 

patients can regulate their learning rates by seeking health information at their own pace, thus avoiding 

information overload during consultations with their doctors. 

 

Despite that, direct communication between doctors and healthcare providers is not the only source of 

information for patients. Some patients may actively seek out health information to gain new insights on 

how to improve their health situation, before seeking advice from medical practitioners regarding this 

new information. Additionally, information seeking behaviour is seen as a useful method to respond to 

health-improvement activities and psychological adaption to the illness. It is also a type of coping 

mechanism to deal with uncertainty, adapt to change, and reclaim control following a medical incident. 
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Furthermore, patients' information-seeking behaviour can be used to ascertain the factors that motivate 

people to seek pertinent information (Milewski et al., 2010). 

 

Furthermore, the examination of patients' information-seeking behaviour enables the development of 

strategies for a successful transmission of health information to patients with the aim of significantly 

increasing support for their self-care. Self-management is a critical component of treatment and patients 

need to increase their awareness and knowledge of their health condition. Minimising barriers to 

seeking, locating, and utilising diabetes-related information is critical to reducing the severity of the 

disease to improve the patient's health status. It can also be used to sway the opinions of medical experts 

and healthcare professionals so that better mutual understanding can be fostered between patients and 

physicians and to reduce miscommunication, ultimately reducing other complications. 

 

 

Information Seeking Behaviour and Health Literacy 
 

During the Ninth Global Conference on Health Promotion in Shanghai, Malaysia and many other 

countries endorse the Shanghai Declaration that acknowledges health literacy as an important predictor 

of health and commits to its development (World Health Organization, 2017). Malaysia has committed 

to designing, implementing, and monitoring various national initiatives aimed at enhancing health 

literacy across all demographics and educational settings. Shaw et al. (2009) asserted that health literacy 

is a cultural construct that is strongly influenced by social factors. By providing the additional meaning 

of health information based on cultural factors, an individual's viewpoint and definition of health and 

illness can be modified. As a result, this cast an impact on how people perceive health literacy in various 

countries and contexts. While the importance of information demands among diabetes patients is 

undeniable, it remains understudied, particularly when considering the heterogeneity of diabetes 

communities and diabetes patients at various phases of the disease (Biernatzki et al., 2018). 

Additionally, low health literacy was associated with an inability to evaluate online health information 

(Diviani et al., 2015). In other words, health literacy is critical and an essential skill for anyone seeking 

health information (Ishikawa, 2008).  

 

Additionally, the understanding of information seeking behaviour is crucial to offer perspective and 

insight in all spheres of life. In Malaysia, the National Health and Morbidity Survey (NHMS) 2019 

indicated that 35% of persons aged 18 years and above showed inadequate health literacy, thus 

reflecting a poor level of health knowledge among Malaysian adults. Furthermore, individual health 

literacy is a significant determinant of an individual's ability to obtain health information that can assist 

them in making educated health decisions (Abdullah et al., 2019). In addition, a few research revealed 

that the incidence of low health literacy among patients with T2DM in Malaysia to be as high as 85.8 

percent (Azreena et al., 2016).  

 

Moreover, a study by Abdullah et al. (2020) reported that only 14.2% of Malaysian patients with T2DM 

surveyed in the primary care clinics have adequate health literacy, as compared to 23.7% in Taiwan. 

The observed discrepancy could be explained by a multitude of variables. Critical assessments of health 

education programmes offered to T2DM patients in Taiwan and Malaysia, as well as comparisons of the 

factors associated with lower levels of health literacy in these two countries, may provide some answers. 

On the other hand, the determination of the level of health literacy and pattern of information seeking 

behaviour among T2DM patients may assist policymakers and healthcare providers in identifying the 

barriers and strategies related to active health seeking behaviours so that improved healthcare 

information delivery and health education strategies can be implemented to improve patients' quality of 

life. 

 

 

Conclusion 
 
A study of information seeking behaviour is valuable for the improvement of public health, and more 

importantly, for individuals' ability to self-manage their health. Moreover, the involvement of healthcare 

providers apart from doctors, such as dieticians and diabetes educators also represent a significant 
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opportunity to provide better information for diabetes patients. Therefore, obtaining the relevant 

pertinent knowledge is requisite in influencing individuals’ behaviour to improve their current state of 

health, particularly individuals who are suffering from chronic diseases such as diabetes. In 

contemporary lifestyles, self-management is closely related to information seeking behaviour, especially 

those related to health. Understanding how information seekers with chronic diseases behave can be 

beneficial in guiding healthcare providers to provide relevant materials or additional information that is 

succinct, clear, and understandable. 
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