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Research Article

The Role of E-Health Literacy on Protective
Responses During the COVID-19 Pandemic:
An Extended Protection Motivation Study

Di XIAO, Shupei GENG, Huan YU

Abstract

By drawing on protection motivation theory (PMT) and using a cross-
sectional survey, this study investigated how Chinese online health application
users cognitively responded to the global public health crisis during the initial
stage of the COVID-19 outbreak. The study focused on examining whether
their self-efficacy was related to their literacy. The results showed that the
confident respondents performed slightly better on e-health literacy tests. In
addition, both self-reported and test-based literacy positively predicted
protective motivation. These results indicate that the respondents’ perceptions
of severity rather than susceptibility contributed to the formation of protective
motivation. Compared with respondents with a higher level of actual e-health
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literacy, less literate respondents relied heavily on their severity perceptions to
generate protective responses. The findings contribute to PMT by adding the
measure of test-based e-health literacy, eliminating several types of research
bias, and considering the rationality assumption of decision makers. The
practical implications of the results are discussed.
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epidemic prevention and control
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