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A Google Trends study on the interest in self-
medication during the 2019 novel coronavirus e
(COVID-19) disease pandemic

The world is scuffling with the novel 2019 coronavirus (COVID-
19) pandemic (Lai et al., 2020; Weiss and Leibowitz, 2011; Zu et al.,
2020), that is spreading fast, endangering lives of millions of peo-
ple in many parts of the world (T, 2003). As of 19th June 2020, the
total number of coronavirus positive cases reported globally was
8,366,417 with 450,087 deaths and 54,726 patients in serious or
critical condition. Although there has been reported 4,563,467
recoveries, some countries like the United States of America, Brazil
and Russia are reporting exponential numbers of positive cases on
daily basis with Russia reporting 9,972 new positive cases in one
day (WHO, 2020).

The current state has complicated the already flimsy healthcare
systems globally and more specifically in resource-limited settings,
particularly those countres that had made great strides in improv-
ing their maternal and child health indicators before the pandemic
(Onchonga et al., 2020a, 2020Db).

Self-medication which is also known as self-care/self- adminis-
tration, is a world-wide practise where persons, families and/or
communities choose medications to treat health conditions or
indications without the opinion of a medical profession (Lei
et al., 2018) and it is becoming a significant area of interest in
healthcare research as it gives individuals with minor ailments
freedom to make independent choices on how to manage their
own health and wellbeing without necessarily going to hospital.
During the current pandemic, self-medication will greatly ease
the burden levied to skilled physicians, pharmacists and other
allied frontier healthcare professionals in dealing with minor ail-
ments. It will also create sufficient room for clients who may need
urgent and lifesaving care, more so those diagnosed with 2019
coronavirus disease as they may require comprehensive case man-
agement due to the virulence nature of COVID-19 and also the pos-
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sibility of nosocomial infections in public and private health
facilities (Jarvis and Epidemiology Branch, Hospital Infections
Program, 1991).

As the world is struggling to contain the 2019 coronavirus dis-
ease, millions of people are frantically looking for health related
information online. The Google Trends search has become a valu-
able source of information particularly on the emerging public
health topics (Heerfordt and Heerfordt, 2020). Google Trends
(trends.google.com) provides evidence on how many ‘hits’ differ-
ent words had on a particular day on Google. The interest of a par-
ticular word is quantified as relative search volume (RSV) with 100
indicating the highest interest and 0 showing no interest at all. In
this study, the aim was to investigate the interest in self-
medication/self-care and/or self-administration of medicines
during the 2019 coronavirus disease pandemic.

As per the objectives of this study, the following MeSH terms
(U.S. National Library of Science, 2020) were retrieved: ‘self-med-
ication’, ‘self-care’, and ‘self-administration’, between 7th January
2020 to 1st June 2020 with the intention of studying whether there
was worldwide increased interest in getting online information
regarding self-medication during the pandemic.

Figs. 1-3 shows the trends of the web search queries ‘self-med-
ication, ‘self-care’ and/or ‘self-administration’. The trends show a
relative increase in the number of searches worldwide since the
2019 coronavirus global pandemic was declared, and this would
be an indication that there has been an increased interest in the
number of people searching for information about self-medication
of various ailments during the pandemic. There is need for individ-
uals with minor diseases and infections to get relevant information
on self-medication especially for minor ailments during this period
of global emergency so that there can be room for serious medical
cases that may need admissions and further management in hospi-
tals. This will not only reduce the unnecessary hospital infections,
but will create an enabling environment for the already over-
stretched human resources for health.
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Worldwide trends of 'Self-Medication' Google hits
120

100
80
60
40
20

0
1/7/20 2/7/20 3/7/20 4/7/20 5/7/20

Fig. 1. Google Trend data for web search query for the term 'self-medication’.
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Fig. 2. Google Trend data for web search query for the term 'self-care’.
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