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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Cyberchondria refers to the mental preoccupation and anxiety stemming from repetitive online health information
seeking, which often leads to increased worry about having a serious illness, repeated reassurance-seeking
behavior, and disruption of daily functioning (Starcevic et al., 2020). Cyberchondria is associated with heightened
anxiety levels and may lead to compulsive online searches that are difficult to control. Research indicates that
cyberchondria shares features with obsessive-compulsive behaviors. Both cyberchondria and OCD appear to be
linked to specific cognitive vulnerabilities, especially intolerance of uncertainty (IU), which refers to the difficulty
individuals have in enduring ambiguous, unpredictable, or incomplete situations (Dugas et al., 2004).

Health anxiety, which involves persistent and often unrealistic worry about one's physical health, frequently
accompanied by a negative interpretation of bodily symptoms and preoccupation with serious illnesses
(Salkovskis et al., 2003). High health anxiety levels are associated with repeated symptom checking online, which
in turn intensifies anxiety (McMullan et al., 2019). While some findings suggest a bidirectional relationship
between health anxiety and cyberchondria, the exact directionality remains unclear (Muse et al., 2012). Moreover,
although health anxiety and OCD share common features, recent studies suggest that they are distinct but related
constructs (Hedman et al., 2017).

Previous studies have shown that rumination affects smartphone use and coping strategies (Khoo & Yang,
2021), and is linked to sensitivity to bodily sensations and health-related threats. Rumination is also associated
with OCD and may function as a mediator between IU and both cyberchondria and obsessive tendencies (Fergus,
2013; Raines et al., 2017; Pinciotti et al., 2021b; Starcevic et al., 2019). Given the theoretical and empirical
findings, the current study aimed to examine the mediating roles of health anxiety and rumination in the
relationship between intolerance of uncertainty and cyberchondria.

Methodology

This descriptive-correlational study was conducted on a convenience sample of adults (aged 18 and over) studying
at universities in Tabriz, Iran. Participants completed a battery of self-report questionnaires, including measures
of cyberchondria, IU, health anxiety, and rumination. Data were analyzed using SPSS-24 and AMOS, following
a two-step structural equation modeling (SEM) procedure.

Results

The study analyzed data from 414 participants (Mean age = 26.59, SD = 3.60), comprising 162 males (38.50%)
and 252 females (61.50%). Prior to conducting structural equation modeling, key assumptions such as normality
of the sample and the absence of multicollinearity were assessed. To evaluate univariate normality, the skewness
and kurtosis of each observed variable were calculated. In this study, skewness ranged from -0.00 to 0.84, and
kurtosis ranged from -0.23 to 0.94.

In this study, the assumption of multivariate normality was examined by calculating the relative multivariate
kurtosis index, which was found to be 1.047. Bentler (1995) suggests that multivariate normality is achieved if
the value of this index does not exceed 3. Therefore, the distribution of all variable combinations is normal. The
assumption of the absence of multicollinearity was assessed by examining the correlation matrix between the
variables. The examination of this matrix indicates the absence of multicollinearity among them. Correlation
coefficients range from 0.13 to 0.65.

Structural equation modeling demonstrated that intolerance of uncertainty significantly predicted health
anxiety, rumination, obsessive-compulsive symptoms, and cyberchondria. Rumination and health anxiety also
significantly predicted obsessive-compulsive symptoms and cyberchondria. All path coefficients were statistically
significant (T > 1.96). Bootstrapping analyses confirmed the mediating roles of health anxiety and rumination in
the relationship between intolerance of uncertainty and both cyberchondria (indirect effect = 0.284, p < 0.005)
and obsessive-compulsive symptoms (indirect effect = 0.287, p < 0.005). Model fit indices indicated a good fit:
x*(144) =521.763, y¥/df = 3.62, CF1 = 0.92, TLI = 0.91, RMSEA = 0.08, NFI = 0.90.

Discussion and Conclusion

The current research aimed to investigate the mediating role of health anxiety and rumination in the relationship
between intolerance of uncertainty (IU) and obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD) and cyberchondria. Consistent
with previous studies, the findings indicated that intolerance of uncertainty is associated with increased rumination
and health anxiety. These variables, in turn, are linked to higher levels of cyberchondria and obsessive-compulsive
symptoms (Starszewicz et al., 2019; Balachino et al., 2023; Pincuti et al., 2022; Nadim et al., 2022).
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The results showed that health anxiety plays a mediating role in the relationship between intolerance of
uncertainty and both cyberchondria and obsessive-compulsive disorder. This finding aligns with recent studies
emphasizing the role of health anxiety as a key factor in the emergence of cyberchondriac behaviors (Fergus,
2015; Nour Al-Bans et al., 2015). Indeed, individuals with excessive concerns about their health are more likely
to engage in uncontrolled and anxious health information seeking when faced with ambiguity or vague bodily
symptoms. This process can gradually lead to obsessive thoughts and behaviors (Hedman et al., 2017). It appears
that ambiguity and the inability to tolerate uncertain situations increase anxiety, particularly health-related
anxieties, leading individuals to resort to internet searches or compulsive behaviors to reduce anxiety.

Furthermore, the mediating role of rumination in these relationships confirms the view that a repetitive and
maladaptive processing style of information, especially in the context of uncertainty, can intensify worry,
reinforce perceived threat, and initiate or perpetuate obsessive and cyberchondriac behaviors. Research indicates
that the development of cyberchondria is linked to rumination and stress, with rumination mediating the
relationship between stress and cyberchondria. It appears that ambiguity and stressful situations lead to the
repetition of negative thoughts, particularly health-related ones. This, in turn, increases health information seeking
behaviors on the internet or compulsive behaviors associated with OCD (Balachino et al., 2023; Wall et al., 2021).

In conclusion, this study highlights the critical mediating roles of health anxiety and rumination in the link
between intolerance of uncertainty and both cyberchondria and OCD. These findings suggest that therapeutic
interventions should target these mediating cognitive processes to effectively manage and treat these health-
related disorders.
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