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Objective: This study aimed to determine the prevalence of accurate and inaccurate
beliefs about COVID-19 during the post-COVID era, a period characterized by reduced
disease-related anxiety and heightened public awareness.

Method: In the beginning, a literature review was conducted to identify common correct
and incorrect beliefs about COVID-19. Based on that, researchers developed the relevant
questionnaire, consisting of five sections: COVID-19 and its transmission, medicines and
supplements, home remedies, the COVID-19 vaccine, and environmental hygiene. The
target population comprised 500 pharmacy students at Tabriz University of Medical
Sciences. Using the statistical formula, a sample size of 218 students was calculated.
Participants were selected through simple random sampling. Following data collection,
responses were analyzed using SPSS and SmartPLS software.

Results: The findings revealed that, while pharmacy students demonstrated an acceptable
level of awareness about COVID-19 in certain aspects, a notable proportion of false
beliefs persisted, particularly in the domains of medicines and supplements, and home
remedies. This indicates an ongoing gap in health literacy and critical evaluation of
scientific information. Specifically, misconceptions regarding the efficacy of drugs such
as ivermectin and chloroquine for treating COVID-19 remained prevalent even among
educated individuals in the health sector. Reversely, respondents showed relatively high
awareness regarding COVID-19 vaccines. Additionally, beliefs in home remedies
(including gargling with salt water, consuming garlic, and relying on sunlight exposure),
continued to be widespread within this population.

Conclusions: Based on this study it can be suggested that pharmacy students (who may
serve as informal sources of health information in their communities), are themselves
susceptible to infodemics. The persistence of false beliefs about health-related
information among this group could contribute to the spread of misinformation at the
community level during future public health crises. Hence, strengthening critical
appraisal skills for evaluating health information and identifying reliable sources, should
be prioritized in medical education.
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Introduction
Health information refers to all knowledge, skills, concepts, and behaviors related to human

health (Li et al., 2015). In this context, while the internet serves as an up-to-date source of
information that is convenient and timely, it has also brought numerous problems, including
excessive and incorrect information. Consequently, in the landscape of online health
information, users face challenges regarding judgment and reliability. With the emergence of
social media and their pervasive presence, particularly as a source of information in critical
situations, the information environment has become more complex than that of the last global
pandemic in the early 20" century. Today, people are confronted with vast amounts of
information from various sources, many of which are not credible, and the manner in which
key information is transmitted to the public has become critical (Lancet, 2020). Given that
credibility strongly influences the impact of a message, understanding how users decide to
believe a piece of information becomes important (Self, 1996). Information believability is
defined as the extent to which people perceive received information as credible and believable
(Metzger & Flanagin, 2011).

The COVID-19 pandemic has been accompanied by an “infodemic,” in which a massive
volume of false and misleading information was disseminated, particularly on social media.
This situation has led to confusion, increased vaccine hesitancy, and reduced adherence to
public health recommendations (Ferreira Caceres et al., 2022; Tasnim et al., 2020). Therefore,
the aim of this study is to measure the prevalence of health information beliefs, whether true or
false, related to COVID-19 after the transition from the pandemic phase of the disease and
during a period of stability. This is because individuals under conditions of stress and anxiety
are more likely to adopt false information and, consequently, hold more false beliefs, which in
turn impairs their decision-making capacity. In this study, true beliefs about COVID-19 refer
to information regarding the nature, prevention, and treatment of the disease that is presented
in documented and credible sources and that has been accepted by the public. False beliefs are
defined similarly to true beliefs, with the distinction that they are accepted by the public despite
not being supported by credible and scientific evidence or despite being proven false. This study
aimed to identify the prevalence of true and false beliefs in the post-COVID era, when anxiety
about the disease has subsided and public awareness has increased.

Method
First, true and false beliefs related to COVID-19 were identified through a literature review.

Next, a researcher-made questionnaire was created, comprising five sections: (1) COVID-19
and its transmission, (2) medicines and supplements, (3) home remedies, (4) the COVID-19
vaccine, and (5) environmental hygiene. The statistical population consisted of 500 pharmacy
students at Tabriz University of Medical Sciences. Based on the Cochran formula, the sample
size was determined to be 218 students, who were selected using simple random sampling.
After data collection, the responses were analyzed using SPSS and SmartPLS software.
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Results
The findings showed that, although pharmacy students’ level of awareness about COVID-

19 was acceptable in some aspects, the persistence of a significant percentage of false beliefs
in the areas of "medicines and supplements” and "home remedies™ indicated a continued gap in
health literacy and critical understanding of scientific information. Misconceptions about the
effectiveness of drugs such as ivermectin and chloroquine for treating COVID-19 still existed
among educated individuals in the health sector. Respondents’ awareness of vaccines was
relatively high. Home remedies, such as gargling with salt water, consuming garlic, and relying
on sunlight exposure, remained prevalent among this population.

Conclusions
The findings of the present study indicate that, although the overall level of awareness among

pharmacy students about COVID-19 is satisfactory in some dimensions, false beliefs remain
considerably prevalent in areas such as medicines and supplements, as well as home remedies.
These results suggest that university education in the medical sciences alone does not guarantee
immunity against misinformation and health-related rumors, and that gaps in health literacy and
critical thinking persist.

From a practical perspective, the results underscore that medical sciences students, despite
their potential role as informal sources of health information in society, may themselves be
affected by the infodemic. The persistence of false beliefs regarding the effectiveness of drugs
lacking scientific evidence or the use of home remedies can lead to the propagation of
misinformation at the community level during future crises. Therefore, strengthening critical
appraisal skills for evaluating information and identifying reliable sources should be considered
a priority in medical education. From an educational policy standpoint, it is recommended that
the curricula of medical sciences universities be revised to systematically incorporate concepts

2 (13

such as “digital health literacy,” “evaluation of scientific evidence,” and “countering
misinformation.” Conducting workshops based on real-world scenarios and using concrete
examples of false information could enhance the effectiveness of such training.

Accordingly, based on the research findings, the following practical recommendations are

offered:

1. Given that false beliefs about medicines and supplements persist even among an educated,
specialized group such as pharmacy students, it appears that misconceptions regarding
the role of drugs and supplements in preventing or treating COVID-19 may be particularly
widespread. Consequently, it is recommended that social media accounts with the largest
followership within the community be identified, and that accurate information (or
information clearly identified as false) related to infectious diseases, with an emphasis on
COVID-19, be disseminated through those channels.

2. The research findings showed that pharmacy students hold false beliefs about home
remedies. Such remedies, and adherence to them, appear to be rooted in cultural
traditions. Therefore, it isrecommended that necessary training be provided to influential
individuals within the family environment regarding health literacy and the identification
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of reliable sources for obtaining information. These individuals themselves can act as
effective information conduits, potentially facilitating the spread of misinformation
among other family members.

3. Given that false beliefs about the COVID-19 vaccine still exist, it is recommended that
workshops be organized at universities, on national television (broadcast media), and on
virtual networks, featuring infectious disease specialists, to address misperceived harms
based on credible scientific sources or prominent organizations in the field. Furthermore,
physicians’ offices could screen documentary content on this topic while patients wait to
see the physician. This initiative could be launched as an engaging content-production
project by the Iranian Ministry of Health, as the responsible authority, prior to the
outbreak of infectious diseases.
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