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ABSTRACT

Aim: This study aims to examines the effects of university students' social media news trust and
verification awareness on their attitudes towards the COVID-19 vaccine.

Material and Method: This study was implemented through Google Forms between February-
July 2021 when the restrictions were still in effect. A total of 529 students studying in
undergraduate departments of universities in Istanbul were reached. "Information Form",
"Social media news trust and verification awareness"”, and "Attitudes towards the COVID-19
vaccine" were used to collect data.

Results: Students' (n=529) attitudes towards the COVID-19 vaccine are positive. While it is seen
that professional trust is higher than individual trust, it has been found that the participants
frequently perform verification awareness. In addition, it was determined that professional trust
and verification awareness and positive attitude toward the vaccine were positively related.

Conclusion: Students' attitudes towards the COVID-19 vaccine are positive and related to social
media trust and verification awareness. Information on social media is important for the
protection of public health, especially during pandemics.

Keywords: Social media, COVID-19, Vaccination, Behaviour

OZET

Amag: Bu ¢calismanin amaci, tiniversite 6grencilerinin sosyal medya haberlerine olan giiveni ve
dogrulama farkindaligimin, COVID-19 asisina yénelik tutumlarina etkisini incelemektedir.

Gere¢ ve Yontem: Calisma kisitlamalarin halqn gegerli oldugu Subat-Temmuz 2021 tarihleri
arasinda Google Formlar lizerinden uygulandi. Istanbul daki tiniversitelerin lisans béliimlerinde
ogrenim goren toplam 529 égrenciye ulasildi. Veriler “Bilgi Formu”, “Sosyal medya haberlerine

giiven ve teyit olgegi” ve “COVID-19 asisina yonelik tutumlar” dlcekleri ile toplandi.

Bulgular: Ogrencilerin (n=529) COVID-19 agsisina yénelik tutumlart olumludur. Mesleki
giivenin bireysel giivenden daha yiiksek oldugu goriiliirken, katilimcilarin siklikla dogrulama
farkindaligini gerceklestirdikleri tespit edildi. Ayrica mesleki giiven ve dogrulama farkindaligi
ile asiya yonelik olumlu tutumun pozitif yonde iliskili oldugu belirlendi.

Sonug: Katilimcilarin COVID-19 asisina yénelik tutumlart olumlu olup sosyal medya giiveni ve
dogrulama farkindaligi ile iliskilidir. Sosyal medyadaki dogru bilgilendirmeler ozellikle pandemi
déneminde halk saghginin korunmasi agisindan onem tagimaktadir.

Anahtar kelimeler: Sosyal medya, COVID-19, As1, Tutum
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INTRODUCTION

Vaccination has been a cornerstone in controlling
infectious diseases throughout history, including
diseases such as smallpox, polio, and more
recently COVID-19. However, it is necessary to
have sufficiently high wvaccination rates to
establish immunity in the population. It is
reported that 80% of the population should be
vaccinated to ensure herd immunity (Anderson et
al., 2020).

Achieving immunity depends on many factors.
Some factors are logistically sufficient vaccine
access and suitability of vaccine storage
conditions, and the most important challenge is
people's willingness to get vaccinated. Some
people were hesitant and resisted the vaccines
used to protect against other infectious diseases in
the past. However, in pandemics affecting the
world such as COVID-19, vaccine rejection
becomes a problem affecting society. The concept
of "vaccine indecision-rejection” have been
introduced globally, especially in the last two
decades, and the increasing rates of vaccine
rejection have caused some eradicated diseases to
be seen again worldwide. For example, as of
March 2019, 153 measles cases were detected in
the Rockland region of New York, USA, and
unvaccinated children were not allowed to enter
public areas such as schools and shopping centers
due to the risk of an epidemic (AAP, 2019).

After winning the lawsuit regarding "the necessity
of obtaining parental consent in vaccination
practices", Tiirkiye has led to the media coverage
of the concept of anti-vaccination since 2015. The
effect of this case on the media caused the concept
of anti-vaccination to occur more in the media in
the following years. Especially, the fact that the
win of the case was reflected as a legal victory in
the newspapers and social media has led to an
increase in the anti-vaccine discourse led by
influential people in religious and philosophical
fields. The number of people who refused
vaccination exceeded 10.000 according to the
data announced by the Ministry of Health in 2017
(Bozkurt, 2018).

In 2018, this figure increased to twenty-three
thousand (Republic of Tiirkiye Ministry of
Health, 2017). Social media is very effective in
the spread of anti-vaccine discourses. Around 3
billion people worldwide use at least one social
media platform. In recent studies, it is stated that
social media is used not only by the public but

also by public health professionals and politicians
(Samaras et al., 2020). During the pandemic
process, people have used social media more to
implement going-out restrictions within the scope
of isolation measures. It is reported that the use of
social media such as Facebook has increased by
37% during the pandemic process (Perez, 2020).
The rapid spread of COVID-19 and the
acceleration of vaccine-related clinical research
processes have led to the need for people to access
more information. Failure to use the right social
media resources causes increased fear of COVID-
19 and misinformation (Lin et al., 2020). Basch et
al. searched YouTube videos using the keywords
"vaccine safety" and "vaccines and children" and
found 87 videos. 65% of these videos are anti-
vaccine, and 36.8% do not have any scientific
content (Basch et al., 2017). Once more, when
YouTube videos were searched with the
keywords "COVID-19" and "coronavirus", it was
reported that 27.5% of the videos had unreal and
inaccurate information. More than 60 million
people watched these videos (Li et al., 2020).

Misinformation refers to “situations where
people’s beliefs about factual matters are not
valid, are not supported by evidence and expert
opinion” by authorities (Dunn et al., 2015).
Health-related  misinformation  refers  to
conclusions drawn based on incorrect or
incomplete information (Southwell et al., 2019).
On the other hand, misinformation in vaccine
hesitancy particularly affects negative attitudes
towards vaccines and is considered a risk for
socio-political and healthcare providers (Verger
& Dube, 2020). While applying the information
on social media by accepting it as correct causes
harm to the individual, exposure to online
misinformation about the vaccine affects public
health (Zhang et al., 2021).

Although several studies have explored social
media’s role in spreading vaccine misinformation
internationally (Puri et al., 2020; Islam et al.,
2021), limited evidence exists on the impact of
social media news trust and verification
awareness on attitudes towards the COVID-19
vaccine, particularly among university students in
Tiirkiye. Studies conducted in Tiirkiye show that
vaccine rejection and opposition attitudes towards
vaccines are discussed (Giilten et al., 2019; Topgu
et al., 2019; Ozceylan et al., 2020). However, no
study has been found on the effect of social media
news on the attitude towards the COVID-19
vaccine. This paper aims to identify the effect of
university students' social media news trust and
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verification awareness on their attitude towards
the COVID-19 vaccine.

The results obtained from this study will
contribute to the few studies in literature.
Determining the attitudes and behaviors of young
people, especially during pandemics, is important
in terms of protecting and improving the health of
future generations and affecting public health.
While protecting and improving health will
contribute to the protection of public health, it will
also provide ideas for reducing financial problems
and creating the concept of social justice by
protecting the well-being of the individual,
family, and the whole society.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Research Type

This study was conducted as descriptive and
correlational research.

Study Population and Sample

The research consisted of students from the
faculty of health and social sciences at a
university in Istanbul during the 2020-2021
academic year. The data collection process
involved sending a questionnaire, created using
Google Forms, to 975 students registered at
universities in Istanbul, when curfews were
applied, to their phone numbers via SMS. The
contact information of the students was obtained
by the snowball sampling method. 370 of the
students did not fill it out by stating that they did
not want to participate in the study. It was learned
that 99 of the students did not have an internet
guota to fill out the questionnaire, and the phone
number of 102 students was no longer active. The
study was completed with 529 students. The
program Epi Info™ version 7 USA: American
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention was
used for sample calculation with an unknown
population. Since there was no similar study, the
expected and observed values were accepted as
50%, respectively. According to this formula, the
number of students to be included in the study was
calculated as 384 with a Type | error (a = 0.05)
and a coefficient of 95%.

This study aimed to determine the relationships
between university students’ attitudes towards the
COVID-19 vaccine, their trust and verification of
social media news about diseases that cause a
pandemic such as COVID-19, and their
differences according to sociodemographic

characteristics.

For this aim, answers to the following questions
were sought in the study:

1. What are the mean scores on the Attitudes
towards the COVID-19 Vaccine scale and the
Social Media News Trust and Verification
Awareness scale?

2. Is there a significant relationship between
Attitudes towards the COVID-19 Vaccine
scale and Social Media News Trust and
Verification Awareness scale?

3. Are there significant differences between
Attitudes towards the COVID-19 Vaccine
scale and Social Media News Trust and
Verification  Awareness  scale  scores
according to sociodemographic
characteristics?

Data Collection Tools

Three main questionnaires were used in this
study:

Personal information form: This form consisted
of ten questions about the socio-demographic
characteristics (age, gender and department), the
habits of using social media (media they followed
the daily news, mean hours they spent a day on
social media) and their attitudes towards the
COVID-19 vaccine (the status of having influenza
vaccine each year, the state of knowledge about
the vaccine, etc.) of students who participated in
the study.

The Social Media News Trust and Verification
Awareness (SMNT/VA) scale: It was used to
evaluate trust and verification behaviours in social
media. SMNT/VA scale was developed by
Comlekei and Basol consists of 10 items. It is
rated on a five-point Likert scale. It has three
subscales (Verification, trust on professional
social media shares, and individual social media
shares). Cronbach’s a score on the Verification
Subscale (VS) is 0.83, the Cronbach's a score of
the Trust on Professional Social Media Sharing
Subscale (TPSMS) is 0.66, and the Cronbach's a
score of Trust on Individual Social Media Sharing
Subscale (TISMS) is 0.65. The whole scale
Cronbach a score is 0.71. It is understood that the
higher the score, the more they confirm their
social media news (Comlek¢i & Basol, 2019) In
this study, Cronbach’s a score of the VS is 0.83,
the Cronbach's a score of TPSMS is 0.72, and the
Cronbach's a score of TISMS is 0.64. The whole
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scale Cronbach a score is 0.83.

The Scale of Attitudes Towards the COVID-19
Vaccine (ATV-COVID-19): It was developed by
Genis et al. consists of 9 items. It is rated on a
five-point Likert scale. It has two subscales as
positive and negative attitudes. The items in the
negative attitude subscale are scored by reversing.
A high score from the positive attitude subscale
indicates a positive attitude towards vaccination.
The higher score obtained from the negative
attitude subscale indicates the less negative
attitude towards vaccination. Cronbach’s a score
of the positive attitude subscale is 0.96, the
Cronbach's a score of the negative attitude
subscale is 0.78, and the overall Cronbach's a
score of the scale is 0.80 (Genis et al., 2020). In
this study, Cronbach’s a score on the positive
attitude towards subscale is 0.91, the Cronbach's
a score of the negative attitude towards subscale
is 0.66, and the overall Cronbach's a score of the
scale is 0.87.

Ethical Considerations

Approval was obtained from the Non-
Interventional Ethics Committee (01.18.2021/02)
for the study and permission to use the scale in
order to to conduct the study. In accordance with
the Declaration of Helsinki, electronic informed
consent was provided on the first page of the
online questionnaire and online consent was
obtained.

Data Analysis

Statistical analysis was performed with SPSS 22.0
version. In the study, the distribution of the
demographic characteristics of the students was
given based on frequency, percentage, mean and
standard deviation. Then, Skewness and Kurtosis
tests were used for the normal distribution test of
the data of the SMNT/VA scales attitudes towards
the COVID-19 vaccine. For this reason, the
independent t-test was used in paired groups, and
the One Way Anova was used in groups with
more than two. The Tukey HSD test was used for
post-hoc analysis to analyze which group or
groups caused the difference. The correlation
between the scores of scales was determined
using Pearson correlation analysis. Significance
was evaluated as p<0.05 in all statistical analyses

RESULTS

The mean age of the students was 19.96 + 2.33
years, 79.6% were female, 73.2% were studying in
the health sciences, 32.7% were following the

daily news on Instagram, 50.9% reported spending
an average of 1-3 hours per day on social media.

It was stated that 94% of them did not have the flu
vaccine every year, 92.8% had information about
the COVID-19 vaccine, 56.5% had access to
information about the COVID-19 vaccine from
the internet, 64.8% had people had the COVID-19
vaccine in their relatives, 91.7% reported no side
effects developed in patients who were vaccinated
in their relatives (Table 1).

Table 1. Descriptive Characteristics of the
Participants

Min-Max X £SD
Age 17-41  19.96 £2.33
Characteristics n %
Gender
Male 108 20.4
Female 421 79.6
Department
Health sciences 387 73.2
Social sciences 142 26.8
Where do you follow daily
news?
Newspaper 42 7.9
Instagram 173 32.7
TV 125 23.6
Twitter 155 29.3
Other 34 6.4
Mean time spent on social
media? (Hours/day)
1-3 hours 269 50.9
4-7 hours 239 45.2
8 hours and more 21 4
Information about to vaccine
Getting influenza
vaccination every year
Yes 32 6
No 497 94
Do you know about to
COVID-19 vaccine?
Yes 491 92.8
No 38 7.2
Did you get information
about the COVID-19
vaccine?
TV 178 33.6
Internet 299 56.5
Healthcare professionals 52 9.8
Has anyone close to you
been vaccinated?
Yes 343 64.8
No 186 35.2
Has any side effects
developed?
Yes 44 8.3
No 485 91.7

The mean score of the ATV-COVID-19 was 3.18
+0.66, the Cronbach a score was 0.87, the positive
attitude total score was 3.19 + 0.88, and the
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Cronbach a score was 0.91, the negative attitude
total score was 3.18 £+ 0.59, and the Cronbach a
score was 0.66. The mean score of the SMNT/VA
scale was 3.04 + 0.69, and the Cronbach a score
was 0.83. The mean score of TPSMS subscale was
2.99 + 0.64, the Cronbach a score was 0.72, the
mean of TISMS subscale was 2.50 + 0.65, and the
Cronbach a score was 0.64. The mean score of the
verification subscale was 3.65 + 0.79, and the
Cronbach a score was 0.83.

The subscales’s Kurtosis and Skewness scores of
SMNT/VA and ATV-COVID-19 vaccine scale
were between -1 and +1 and were distributed
normally (Table 2).

According to  some  sociodemographic
characteristics, significant differences were found
in the post-hoc analysis between the scale scores.
A significant difference was found between
women's positive attitude towards the COVID-19
vaccine and their trust on professional social
media news (p<0.05). A significant difference was
found between those who studied in the health-
related department and the trust on professional
social media news (p<0.001).

It was found that there was a statistically
significant difference between the TPSMS mean
scores of the SMNT/VA scale according to source
that the daily news was followed (p<0.001), and
post-hoc analysis showed that this difference was
caused by the fact that the TPSMS mean score of
students who follow daily news from other sources
was lower than the TPSMS mean scores of
students who follow daily news from TV
(p=0.002), Instagram (p<0.001), newspaper
(p<0.05) and Twitter (p<0.05).

It was found that there was a statistically

significant difference between the trust on
individual social media shares (TISMS) mean
scores of the SMNT/VA scale according to source
that the daily news was followed (p<0.001), and
post-hoc analysis showed that this difference was
caused by the fact that the TISMS mean score of
students who follow daily news from TV was
higher than the TISMS mean scores of students
who follow daily news from newspaper (p<0.001),
and Twitter (p<0.001).

According to the mean hours spent daily on social
media, there was statistically significant
difference between the mean scores of the trust in
professional social media shares sub-dimension of
the SMNT/VA scale (p<0.05), and in the post-hoc
analysis, the TPSMS score of the students who
used social media for 1-3 hours per day was the
mean score is significantly lower than the mean
score of students who use social media for 8 hours
or more (p<0.05).

A significant difference was found between those
who said they knew about the COVID-19 vaccine
and those with a positive attitude (p<0.001)
towards it and the TPSMS (p<0.001), verification
subscales (p<0.05). A significant difference was
found between those who stated that they received
information about the COVID-19 vaccine from
healthcare professionals and the verification
subscale. (p<0.05) A significant difference was
found between those whose relatives had been
vaccinated and those with a positive attitude
towards the vaccine (p<0.001), the TISMS
(p<0.05) and the verification subscales. (p<0.001)
A significant difference was found between those
who had people in their relatives with no adverse
effects after vaccination and the positive attitude
towards the vaccine (p<0.001) (Table 3).

Table 2. Kurtosis, Skewness, Mean and Cronbach a Scores of the Scales

Scale and Subscale Kurtosis Skewness X £SD Cronbach a scores
ATV-COVID-19 (Total) 3.18+0.66 0.87
Subscales Positi\_/e attit_ude 0.019 -0.32 3.19+0.88 0.91
Negative attitude 0.235 0.047 3.18+£0.59 0.66
SMNT/VA (Total) 3.04 +0.69 0.83
Trust on professional 0.483 -0.582 2,99+ 0.64 0.72
social media shares
Subscales Trust on individual social -0.279 -0.115 2.50+0.65 0.64
media shares
Verification -0.156 -0.278 3.65+0.79 0.83

ATV-COVID-19: Attitudes towards the COVID-19 vaccine. SMNT/VA: Social media news trust and verification awareness.
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Characteristics ATV-COVID-19 (Total) SMNT/VA
Positive Negative TPSMS TISMS Verification
X £SD p X +£SD p X +SD p X +SD p X £SD p
Age 3.19+0.88 0.521  3.18+0.59 0.696 2.99 + 0.64 0.127 2.50£0.65 0.698 3.65+0.79 0.570
Gender Male 3.14+0.88 3.18+£0.60 3.03+0.62 2.50+0.65 3.62+0.81
Female 3.394+0.82 0.009 3.19+0.57 0.891 2.84 +0.69 0.007 248+0.67 0.841 3.76 = 0.68 0.110
Department Health sci. 3.21+0.83 0.810 3.20+0.62 0.603 2.96 + 0.66 0.426 2.6 +£0.67 0.023 3.60+0.78 0.332
Social sci. 3.194+0.89 3.17+0.58 3.01+£0.63 2.46 +0.65 3.67+0.79
Where do you Newspaper®* 3.16+0.87 3.19+0.58 2.98 +0.68 2.34+0.58 3.62+0.89
follow daily Instagram® 3.30+£0.86 3.25+£0.60 3.03+£0.60 0.005 2.53+0.66 3.75+£0.73
news? TV® 3.11+0.80 0.127  3.09+0.55 0.049 3.05+0.58 2.66 +0.64 0.000 3.53+0.77 0.01
Twitterd 339+1.10 3.34+0.63 3.00+0.68 e<a,b,c,d* 2.29+0.66 3.94+0.76
Other® 3.04+1.00 3.14+0.70 2.59+0.76 233+0.77 c>ad* 3.55+0.61 c<d*
Mean time 1-32 3.23+0.85 0.034 3.21+£0.59 2.92+0.64 0.023 2.45+0.65 3.65+0.77
spent on social  4-7° 3.19+£0.88 c<a,b* 3.17+0.60 0.09 3.05+£0.62 a<c* 2.54+0.66 0.193 3.63 £0.80 0.638
media? 8 and 1° 2.71+1.01 291 +0.61 3.19+£0.67 2.60 + 0.64 3.81+0.84
(hours/day)
Do you get the Yes 3.31+0.96 3.16 £ 0.59 3.01 £0.69 2.68 £0.55 3.77+0.68
influenza No 3.19+0.87 0434 3.18+0.59 0.803 2.99 +0.63 0.902 248 +0.66 0.109 3.64+0.79 0.384
vaccine?
Do you know Yes 3.24+0.88 3.00+0.61 3.02+0.64 2.49 £ 0.65 3.68+0.78
about to No 2.62+0.72 0.000 2.95+0.39 0.06 2.71 £0.64 0.004 2.51+£0.79 0.901 3.38+0.85 0.023
COVID-19
vaccine?
get the TV 3.17+0.82 3.14+0.61 2.99 +0.67 2.52+0.71 3.53+0.85
information? Internet 3.18+£0.93 0515 3.18+0.60 0.120 3.03+£0.61 0.079 2.50+0.63  0.403 3.71+£0.76 0.026
Health. prof.  3.33 £0.83 3.33+0.60 2.81+0.70 2.38 +0.63 3.79+0.70
Has anyone Yes 3.33+0.87 0.000 3.18+0.59 0.06 3.01 £0.65 0.596 2.45+0.67 0.026 3.74+0.78 0.001
close to you No 2.95+0.85 3.08 £ 0.60 2.98 +£0.62 2.58 £ 0.64 3.50+0.79
been
vaccinated?
Has any side Yes 2.84 +£0.96 0.005 3.01+0.60 0.07 2.84+0.77 0.11 257+0.71 0.448 3.67+0.71 0.896
effects No 3.23+0.86 3.21+0.59 3.01+0.62 2.49 £ 0.65 3.65+0.79

developed?

*Post-hoc analysis, Tukey HSD, ATV-COVID-19: Attitudes towards the COVID-19 vaccine. SMNT/VA: Social media news trust and verification awareness. TPSMS: Trust on professional
social media shares. TISMS: Trust on Individual social media share
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In the Pearson correlation analysis, there was a
statistically significant and positive correlation
between the TPSMS and the verification
awareness scale and the positive attitude subscale
scores of the ATV-COVID-19 vaccine scale
(r=0.193; p<0.001), and there was a statistically
significant and a positive relationship between the
negative attitude subscale scores of the ATV-
COVID-19 vaccine scale (r=0.107; p<0.05). there
was a statistically significant and positive
relationship between the verification subscale
scores of the SMNT/VA scale and the positive
attitude subscale scores of the ATV-COVID-19
scale (r=0.174; p<0.001) (Table 4).

Table 4. Inter-scale Correlation
Subscales of ATV-COVID-19

Subscales of

SMNT/VA (Total)
Positive Negative
attitude attitude
TPSMS
r 0.193 0.107
p 0.000 0.014
TISMS
r 0.042 -0.01
p 0.338 0.822
Verification
r 0.174 0.065
p 0.000 0.137

ATV-COVID-19: Attitudes towards the COVID-19 vaccine.
SMNT/VA: Social media news trust and verification
awareness. TPSMS: Trust on professional social media
shares. TISMS: Trust on Individual social media shares.

DISCUSSION

As a result of this study, the students stated that
they had information about COVID-19 and got it
from the internet. In general, it was understood
that their attitudes towards the COVID-19 vaccine
were positive and affected by some
sociodemographic  characteristics ~ (female,
studying in the health sciences department,
having a person close to them who had been
vaccinated, and no adverse effects, less time spent
on social media). Students verify their social
media news, and they trust more professional
social media news than individual ones. In
addition, they mostly verify their social media
news on Twitter, and there is a relationship
between their attitudes towards the vaccine.

Students stated that they had information about
the COVID-19 vaccine and obtained it from the
internet. Internet technology has been developing
in Tirkiye since the 2000s and has become
widespread, being offered to users at low prices

(Kirik, 2017). Generation Z, having grown up
with this technology, utilizes the internet
extensively. A recent study showed that college
students are accessing health information online
(Kanchan & Gaidhane, 2023), while a report
covering seven European countries found that
63% of individuals aged 8-29 sought health
information online (National Communications
Authority, 2021). In the Health Information
National Trends Survey conducted among US
adults between 2011 and 2014, it is reported that
the first place to search for health-related
information is the internet (Jacobs et al., 2017).
As in the rest of the world, it is seen that students
in Tirkiye first apply to the internet to get
information.

In this study, it was understood that the attitudes
of people who were vaccinated and did not have
any negative effects towards the vaccine were
positive. The rapidly increasing mortality rates
during in the COVID-19 pandemic worldwide
have effectively prioritised vaccine research. In
addition, the combination of advanced genetic
techniques and research phases (phase 1-2-3) in
vaccine development studies has provided an
advantage, enabling the candidate vaccines being
developed for COVID-19 to be put into use in a
short period of 12-18 months (Moderna
Announces, 2020).

A lack of sufficient knowledge about vaccine
development techniques and genetic studies may
cause more suspicion in people. Along with these
thoughts, the rapid spread of non-scientific
information about the vaccine's adverse effects in
society and social media also supports the
negative attitude towards the vaccine. In a study
conducted to evaluate vaccine attitudes, the
reasons for vaccine rejection were reported as
being developed in a short time, unknown long-
term effects, and potential harm due to the
substances contained in the vaccine (Cordina &
Lauri, 2021). In parallel with the results of the
study, it is reported that fear of the adverse effects
of the vaccine and thinking that a newly
developed vaccine is not reliable are seen as the
most common reasons for indecision and rejection
against vaccination in studies conducted in TR
and the US on the COVID-19 vaccine attitude
(Akarsu et al., 2021; Latkin et al., 2021). The fact
that the students in this study did not experience
vaccine side effects in their immediate
environment may have positively affected their
attitudes toward vaccination.
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Gender can be an important indicator in
pandemics. The underlying reasons why gender is
a determining factor in the pandemic are various.
Studies indicate that although women are more
likely to engage in preventive behavior, they do
not believe in the protection of the vaccine and are
less willing to get vaccinated than men (Lindner-
Pawlowicz et al., 2021; Callaghan etal., 2021). In
the gender research covering 8 OECD countries,
women’s lack of risk-taking, gender differences
in psychological assessment of health, and aspects
of decision-making are emphasized here (Galasso
et al., 2020). Based on this evaluation, it is stated
that women are more cautious in taking risks and
take longer to evaluate the risks (Murphy et al.,
2021). One of the underlying reasons for this may
be that they are exposed to true or false side effect
reports about vaccinated people. Studies have
news that after the first dose of the COVID-19
vaccine, at least one local injection site reaction
developed in 84.7% and at least one systemic
reaction in 77.4% (CDC, 2021). However, these
symptoms last for a maximum of two weeks and
usually begin to disappear within two days
(Walsh et al., 2020). Although it has been
reported that vaccine-related side effects
disappear in a short time, it is understood that it
does not help eliminate the negative attitude
towards the vaccine. In the study conducted with
medical students in the USA, the high level of
vaccine hesitancy is attributed to their concerns
about the wvaccine's adverse effects and
insufficient explanations by public health experts
on the subject (Lucia et al., 2021). Because unless
information is obtained from healthcare
professionals, misinformation will spread, and
problems will become difficult to solve (Ballard
et al., 2020). Another reason behind women’s
negative attitudes towards vaccination may be
that they are more exposed to social media news.
In one study, women’s negative attitudes towards
vaccination led to them having to make decisions
about vaccinating their children and therefore
seeking more health-related information. It was
also attributed to greater exposure to anti-vaccine
content online (Smith & Graham, 2019). Another
reason why gender matters in pandemics is social
norms. In developing countries such as Tiirkiye,
women’s participation in work is limited. Social
norms assign women the roles of giving birth and
raising children, and because of these roles,
women stay away from work life (Jayachandran,
2021). The fact that women have more time may
have caused them to search for more information
on social media, which may have affected their

attitudes. For all these reasons, it is important for
health  professionals to deliver accurate
information to the public. According to the study
results, it was understood that the increase in the
time spent on social media negatively affected the
attitude towards the vaccine. Social media are
platforms that people use in all areas of life. The
use rate increases even more during pandemic
periods and when curfews are applied. In
addition, there is a relationship between the
frequency of social media use and the level of
belief in conspiracy theories (Allington et al.,
2021). People who believe in conspiracy theories
are exposed to ambiguous news, and their
attitudes towards vaccines are affected. Li et al.
reported that more than 60 million people
watched social media news despite the low
scientific content about COVID-19 (Li et al.,
2020). In studies conducted in different countries
of the world, it is reported that there is a
relationship between the duration of social media
use and vaccine hesitancy. It is reported that those
living in countries with high vaccine resistance,
such as the UK and Ireland, are more exposed to
social media content (Murphy et al., 2020).
Moreover, in the study conducted in the USA, it
is reported that the duration of exposure to social
media increases vaccine hesitancy (McAndrew &
Allington, 2020). Parallel to the studies, it is
thought that as the duration of exposure of the
students participating in this study to non-
scientific information and conspiracy theories on
social media increases, their attitudes towards
vaccines are negatively affected.

Students verify their social media news on
Twitter, and they trust professional social media
share more than individual ones. There is also a
relationship between the level of verification of
social media news and a positive attitude towards
the vaccine. Negative news about the vaccine may
hinder immunization. Vaccine refusal can result
from a lack of information, distrust of institutions,
government, healthcare professionals, and
pharmaceutical companies (Chirico & Teixeira da
Silva, 2023). For this reason, social media should
include professional news rather than individual
news. Studies have shown that social media
effectively increases people's positive attitudes
and behaviours during public health crises (Abd-
Alrazaqg et al., 2020; Duong et al., 2023).

In a study examining tweets about vaccine
hesitancy, it is reported that they are related to
safety, effectiveness, and trust in government and
institutions (Boucher et al., 2021). Since the
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beginning of COVID-19, the misinformation on
social media platforms such as Facebook and
YouTube have been trying to be limited, and
hyperlinks have been provided to the
government's web page. Although restrictions
were tried to be implemented for Twitter, the
content, prevalence, and speed of the shared
content made it difficult to restrict (Roth &
Pickles, 2020). However, it has been possible to
reach the real address of health professionals,
epidemiologists, scientists, and academics who
have scientific knowledge about COVID-19 on
Twitter (determined by the blue checkmark)
(Lunden, 2020). In this way, people could learn
and follow the people whose background opinions
they knew. Verification of the accuracy of the
news on Twitter and its scientific content may
have led to trust in the news and positive effects
on their attitudes towards vaccines.

Limitations

This study has several limitations. First, the fact
that the study was conducted during the pandemic
period prevented the face-to-face participation of
students. In addition, university students
frequently change their phone numbers, making it
difficult to deliver online forms. Therefore, it is
impossible to generalize the study results to all
university students.

Secondly, the research was conducted only with
students studying in Istanbul, making it difficult
to generalize the results to the whole country. On
the other hand, Istanbul is one of the largest and
most populous cities in Tiirkiye. Therefore, it will
provide a perspective in terms of demonstrating
population diversity. Students in the faculty of
health sciences are the healthcare professionals of
the future. Additionally, given their age, they are
a sample group that uses technology extensively,
making it important to examine their attitudes
toward a vaccine developed for a pandemic-
causing disease. Finally, the fact that the study
was conducted in the early stages of the pandemic
gives information about the attitude towards
vaccination in the acute period, suggesting that
additional studies are needed to evaluate the long-
term attitude

CONCLUSIONS

It was understood that the students' attitudes
towards the COVID-19 vaccine were positive,
they confirmed their social media news, and they
trusted their professional media news. In addition,

it was found that the positive attitude towards the
COVID-19 vaccine was affected by some
sociodemographic  characteristics (female,
studying in the health-related department, having
a person close to the person with the COVID-19
vaccine with no adverse effects, short time spent
on social media). As a result, it has been seen that
university students access information about the
COVID-19 vaccine during the pandemic from the
internet, confirm the social media news they reach,
and have a positive attitude towards the vaccine.
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