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Parents’ use of the Internet and social media as a
source of information on health and parenting

Gabriela Urman' ®, Sabrina Avilez Diaz' ®, Jorge Urman’ ®, Arnoldo Grosman’

ABSTRACT

Introduction. The Internet and social media have revolutionized access to information on health and
parentingissues. Virtual consultations are spreading worldwide, are increasing, and represent a challenge
for professional practice.

Objective. To characterize the use of the Internet and social media by mothers and fathers as a source
of information on the health and parenting of their children.

Population and methods. A descriptive, cross-sectional study in an outpatient pediatric center in the
City of Buenos Aires to determine the online consultation habits of caregivers of healthy children or
children with health problems.

Results. Two hundred-one surveys were analyzed, and the answers were predominantly from mothers
of healthy children; 70.6% search online for health and parenting topics; 80% consult more than once a
month. Although 36% of the families use the information to complement the medical consultation, 95%
would not replace the pediatric consultation with the online search. The participants are not in the habit
of following official pages, nor do they tend to verify the veracity of the contents. The search topics are
related to the child’s age, and satisfaction with the information results are modified according to whether
the child is healthy or has a health problem. Only 4.7% responded that the search always answers their
questions.

Conclusions. Caregivers frequently seek online parenting and health information, but the sources are
not always reliable. Although consultation with pediatricians is not displaced, we need to know the impact
of online information on health decision-making. Pediatricians can intervene and guide caregivers to
safe sources.
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INTRODUCTION

The advent of the Internet represented one
of the most significant technological advances in
history. Previously, doctors were the only source
of reliable health information. The emergence of
the Internet caused a revolution due to its ease
and speed of access.! Worldwide, more than five
billion virtual searches are performed every day.
This information influences behavior and decision-
making, both online and offline.?

For many adults, parenting represents a
challenge for which they only sometimes have
sufficient information or resources. Traditionally,
guidance came from health professionals and
the environment. This has changed completely.
Parents consult the Internet for their health and,
on behalf of others, find information and social
support.® In a sample of parents surveyed, 97.9%
searched the Internet for health information about
their children.* In some publications, parents’
search records were significantly higher than
the general population’s, which could result in
self-medication or delay in seeking professional
care 358

Cybermedicine describes the application of
Internet technologies to medicine and public
health, while cyberpatient defines someone who
searches for health information online or uses
digital tools for health terms.®

According to the Pan American Health
Organization, an infodemic represents “an
excessive amount of correct or incorrect
information, making it difficult to find reliable
sources and trustworthy guidance”, which
generates anxiety, depression, and overwhelm.°
Authors such as Lim also add the instance of
“passive exposure” to posts and advertisements
on health topics that users find while searching or
browsing other content.

Internet health information can contribute
to informed decision-making, increasing
patient autonomy and reinforcing prevention
and treatment adherence messages. On the
other hand, despite numerous attempts to
validate online health information, there are
disadvantages, such as the dubious quality of the
content, the anxiety generated by the diversity of
opinions, and the excessive expectations about
new treatments or alternative therapies. Patients
may rely on misleading or deceptive information
or make decisions based on sensational or
emotionally charged stories irrelevant to their
context. The dangers associated with consulting
social media on health issues are related to
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excessive “noise” and a lack of authorized voices,
leading some authors to wonder whether we are
dealing with a gold mine or a minefield.*?14

Few recent studies have explored the Internet
and social media as a source of information
for parents about their health and that of their
children. Knowing the habits, and measuring why
and how parents inform themselves and evaluate
the relevance and credibility of the information will
allow us to advise them to make better decisions.

An exploratory study was carried out
to characterize mothers’ and fathers’ use of
the Internet and social media as a source
of information on their children’s health and
parenting.

POPULATION AND METHODS

A descriptive, observational study was
conducted in an outpatient pediatric center in
the City of Buenos Aires between September
and November 2023. An anonymous, self-
administered survey was applied to a convenience
sample of parents of patients attending scheduled
consultations (different days and times were
covered to summon families attending pediatric
check-ups or appointments with specialists).

The variables analyzed were socio-
demographic characteristics, health conditions
of the children, frequency of consultation on
the Internet or social media on topics related to
the health of the caregiver and the health and
parenting of their children, sources of consultation,
level of satisfaction with the information and
verification of its integrity. Only one survey per
family group was accepted.

For the survey design, bibliographic
consultation and a focus group with parents were
conducted. Since there is no gold standard for
evaluating sources of information on parenting,
the questions were validated through review by a
committee of 5 experts, composed of pediatricians
and specialists in medical education.

The questionnaire’s comprehension was
tested through a pilot test applied to 25 families
outside the project.

Statistical analysis was performed using the
SPSS® social science software, version 25.

The variables were described by their absolute
and relative frequencies. The statistical test used
was the prevalence ratio (PR) with its confidence
interval (Cl). All tests were performed with a
confidence level of 0.95 (95%) and a significance
(a) of 0.05 (5%).

The Center for Basic and Applied Biomedical



Research and Development at the Universidad
Maimonides approved the study (Res. 21/23
September 2023).

RESULTS

Two hundred-one families responded out
of 238 (84.4% response rate). All caregivers
had social media and internet connections.
Table 1 shows the distribution of participants
according to their relationship with the child, the
age of the caregiver and the child, the number of
children, the educational level of the caregiver,
and the health condition of the child who came for
consultation that day.

Of respondents, 70.6% have the habit of
searching the Internet or social media for topics
related to health for caregivers and health or
parenting for children. Of these, 9.6% do it daily,
and 14.4% do it several times per week; 7.2%
once a week; 19.1%, several times a month; and

TasLe 1. Characteristics of caregivers and children
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20.1%, once a month. The remaining 29.4% never
search for health topics online.

On average, caregivers consult 2.5 different
sources. The 201 respondents made a total of
516 consultations. Figure 1 shows the distribution
of responses according to the sources used for
the consultation frequency.

No significant difference was found concerning
age among caregivers who responded that they
searched for parenting or health topics on the
Internet or social media (n = 142). Still, we found
a trend indicating that the older the person, the
higher the frequency of consultation (p = 0.49).
There was also no significant association between
age and preferred source of consultation.

A high-frequency pattern of searching the
Internet or social media was defined as those who
responded that they searched daily or several
times a week, and a low-frequency pattern was
defined as those who searched once a week or

Participants (N = 201) n (%)
Relationship with the patient

Father 32 (15.9)
Mother 159 (79.1)
Other caregivers 10 (5)
Respondent’s age (years)

20-30 27 (13.4)
31-40 108 (53.7)
41-50 61 (30.4)
>51 5(2.5)
Level of education

Primary completed 19 (9)
Secondary completed 80 (40)
Tertiary/university 102 (51)
Number of children

1 59 (29.3)
2 77 (38.3)
3 48 (23.9)
4 or more 17 (8.5)
Health condition of the child attending the consultation

He does not suffer from any health condition. 105 (52.2)
Major problem, requires multiple consultations by specialists. 26 (13)
Minor problem, requires occasional specialist consultation. 70 (34.8)
Age of the child attending the consultation

<6 months 6 (3)
6-24 months 14 (7)
2-5 years 41 (20.4)
6-12 years old 97 (48.2)
>13 years old 43 (21.4)

Source: prepared by the authors.



Ficure 1. Sources of consultation
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Source: prepared by the authors.

several times a month. The overall prevalence
of high frequency of consultation was 34%. For
caregivers with children under 2 years of age,
the frequency was 53%, while for the rest, it was
31%, with a PR = 1.67, a 95%CI of 1.02-2.75 and
a p-value of 0.0432. No significant differences
were found between the search patterns and the
number of children (p = 0.3134).

The overall prevalence of high-frequency
consultations among caregivers of children
with an underlying health problem was 30%.
For parents with children suffering from major
problems (defined as the need for multiple
consultations by specialists), it was 53%. For
those with minor problems (defined as needing
occasional consultations by specialists), it was
22%. The prevalence ratio was 2.38, with a
95%IC of 1.22-4.66 and a p-value of 0.0112.

Caregivers were asked to weigh on a scale of
1to 5 (1 being “not at all” and 5 being “to a great
extent”) the usefulness of each social media in
providing information about children’s health and

100 120 140 160 180

parenting. The results are shown in Figure 2.

Of respondents, 97% do not replace
consultations with their pediatricians with online
consultations. However, 36% often supplement
the information received at the consultation with
details from the Internet or social media.

As to whether they follow any social media
of pediatricians who give health and parenting
advice, 122 (60.7%) do not follow any, 69 (34.3%)
follow between 1 and 5, and 10 (5%) follow 6 or
more. Only 33.3% of the respondents follow the
official pages of scientific societies or ministries.

The topics consulted vary according to the age
of the children; between 0 and 24 months, “safe
travel” (53%) and “symptoms and diagnoses”
(33%) predominate; parents of preschoolers (2-5
years) consult more on “diets and healthy eating”
(22%) and “disease prevention” (18%). Table 2
shows the frequency of consultation by topic.

Of the caregivers, 26.1% always check the
integrity of the content they find, while 39.4% do
so occasionally, and 34.5% never check it. Most

Ficure 2. The usefulness of sources of consultation on health and parenting issues
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TaBLE 2. Frequency of consultation by subject matter
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Topic Very frequently Occasionally Very rarely Never
Breeding 25 56 11 50
Symptoms/diagnosis 24 75 12 31
Interpretation of studies 17 63 8 54
Disease prevention 22 71 7 42
Vaccines 12 61 11 58
Diet/healthy food 47 67 4 24
Safe travel 13 48 8 73
Adverse drug effects 29 57 8 48
Psychology/behavior 28 58 6 50
Sexuality 13 40 16 73
Sleep habits 18 44 7 73

Source: prepared by the authors.

caregivers who check the information are parents
of children with health problems. In caregivers of
healthy children, the prevalence of verification
was 38%, while for those with a major health
problem, it was 65%. The PR resulted from 1.69
with a 95%Cl of 1.06-2.69 and a p-value of 0,026.

They were then asked to indicate on a scale of
1 to 5 their satisfaction with the health/parenting
consultations they received. On the scale,
1 represented “I never find what | am looking
for” and 5 represented “They always answer my
question”. Regardless of age, educational level,
or number of children, the level of satisfaction
was distributed as follows: 14.9% of respondents
answered 1; 27.9% answered a value of 2 on the
scale; 38.8% answered 3; 13.7% responded 4,
and 4.7% responded 5.

DISCUSSION

This study analyzes the characteristics of
access to online parenting and health information
by a group of caregivers by assessing frequency,
satisfaction, prevalent topics, credibility,
relationship with parents’ and children’s age,
educational level, and presence of health
problems. In our sample, more than 70% of
caregivers (mainly represented by mothers of
healthy children or children with minor health
problems) have the habit of searching the Internet
or social media for topics related to parenting
and health. Although the percentage is similar
to that described by authors from different parts
of the world, compared to the 46% prevalence
in Melamud’s report in Argentina in 2007, an
apparent increase is noted." As in Kubb’s study,
we did not find differences between the search
by caregivers for themselves and their children.?

The high search frequency is striking (80%

consult more than once a month). Instagram
and Facebook were the sources that were
consulted the most. However, users rely more
on the information they find on YouTube. The
present study does not know the cause of this
dissociation. TikTok was the social media with the
lowest levels of trust.

Fierloos et al. found that the older the parents
and children, the lower the search frequency.'®In
our sample, there was a trend of higher search
frequency as the caregiver’s age increased.

The presence of major health problems
in the child determined a higher frequency of
consultations by the caregiver and higher levels
of dissatisfaction with the results found. A study
conducted in Australia in 2022 concluded that all
parents searched for health information online,
with no differences according to age, education,
or socioeconomic status. Parents of chronically ill
children were more likely to join support groups
and social media."”

Alsem studied a group of parents of children
with disabilities who, despite being advised
by their primary care physicians to avoid
seeking information online, had found support
and encouragement from others with similar
problems.®

Likewise, regardless of their age, number of
children, or educational level, parents of children
under 24 months old use the Internet and social
media more for health issues.

Similar to Benedicta’s report,'™ although
parents do not replace pediatrician consultations
with online searches, they use the information
to complement consultations with health
professionals. Future analysis is needed to
evaluate how parenting or healthcare habits are
modified. Studies have shown that, although



parents trust their child’s doctor more than online
information, their decisions can be modified after
accessing the web.®'92% |n this regard, Marin
Torres' found in a sample of young people and
adults that up to 53% reported that the Internet
had changed their way of thinking about their
health, and 30% made behavioral changes.

In the USA, Bryan et al. explored 258 parents’
perceptions of the Internet as a source of health
information for their children. More than 90%
searched for information online, but less than 50%
verified it or discussed it with their pediatrician.®
Yardi’s group in Australia reported that 61% of
users understood the information they found, and
57% checked whether the sites were reliable.?!
We found that one-third of the caregivers never
verified the information, and only 25% always did.
The habit of verifying the integrity of information
was significantly related to the presence of a
baseline disease in the child.

One-third of our sample follows official sites for
information on health and parenting, somewhat
above that reported by Pehora, where parents
preferred open search engines as a source and
used fewer child-specific sites run by health
professionals.*

While the topics of interest and searches
varied significantly by the children’s age, diet, and
healthy eating, disease prevention, symptoms,
and diagnoses were the most common and the
most consulted, while safe travel, sleep habits,
and sexuality were among the less consulted.

The almost unlimited availability of information
offered by the Internet and social media
represents a new challenge for our professional
practice. Internet use for parenting and health
issues is installed in all ages and educational
levels. Although it does not replace consultation
with the pediatrician, we have yet to determine its
final impact on decision-making.

Far from competing against such an
established habit, we can open the conversation
about the importance of accessing quality
information without making families feel judged
from a paternalistic point of view. Understanding
caregivers’ online information-seeking patterns
can help us generate recommendations for
accessing safe sources when asking for help or
making decisions. The Sociedad Argentina de
Pediatria site or the Ministry of Health could be
good channels for accessing information for these
families.

Original article / Arch Argent Pediatr. 2025;123(1):e202410451

CONCLUSION

We found a high frequency of caregivers
searching for themselves and the children in their
care. This habit was not related to following official
accounts, which implies amounts of information
coming from unreliable sources and taken as valid
without prior verification. B

REFERENCES

1. Marin-Torres V, Valverde Aliaga J, Sdnchez Mir¢ |, Sdenz
del Castillo MI, Polentinos-Castro E, Garrido-Castro A.
Internet as a source of health information in primary care
patients and its influence on the doctor-patient relationship.
Aten Primaria. 2013;45(1):46-53.

2. Kubb C, Foran HM. Online Health Information Seeking for
Selfand Child: An Experimental Study of Parental Symptom
Search. JMIR Pediatr Parent. 2022;5(2):29618.

3. Moon RY, Mathews A, Oden R, Carlin R. Mothers’
perceptions of the Internet and social media as sources of
parenting and health information: qualitative study. J Med
Internet Res. 2019;21(7):e14289.

4. Pehora C, Gajaria N, Stoute M, Fracassa S, Serebale-
O'Sullivan, Matava CT. Are parents getting it right? A
survey of parents’ internet use for children’s health care
information. Interact J Med Res. 2015;4(2):e12.

5. Moorhead SA, Hazlett DE, Harrison L, Carroll JK, Irwin A,
Hoving C. Anew dimension of health care: systematic review
of the uses, benefits, and limitations of social media for
health communication. J Med Internet Res. 2013;15(4):e85.

6. Ballesteros-Aguayo L, Chaparro-Escudero M. Digital
platforms and hoaxes in health: the case of# SaludSinBulos.
Estud Mensaje Period. 2022;28(2):249-59.

7. Sanz-Lorente M, Castejon Bolea R. Social networks:
Interactive resources and health information. Hosp Domic.
2019;3(4):269-77.

8. Bryan MA, Evans Y, Morishita C, Midamba N, Moreno
M. Parental perceptions of the Internet and social media
as a source of pediatric health information. Acad Pediatr.
2020;20(1):31-8.

9. Karatas C, Caldwell PH, Scott KM. How paediatricians
communicate with parents who access online health
information. J Paediatr Child Health.2022;58(12):2169-76.

10. Gonzéalez Barbera M, Menarguez Puche JF, Mérida-
NicolichED, TelloRoyloa C, Sanchez Sanchez A, Alcantara
Mifioz PA, et al. Health information in the network. Needs,
expectations and quality assessment from the patients’
perspective. Qualitative research with focus groups. Rev
Clin Med Fam. 2021;14(3):131-9.

11. Lim MSC, Molenaar A, Brennan L, Reid M, McCaffrey T.
Young Adults’ Use of Different Social Media Platforms
for Health Information: Insights from Web-Based
Conversations. J Med Internet Res. 2022;24(1):e23656.

12. Tonsaker T, Bartlett G, Trpkov C. Health information on
the Internet: gold mine or minefield? Can Fam Physician.
2014;60(5):407-8.

13. Fox S, Duggan M. Health Online 2013. Pew Research
Center. Washington, 2013 Jan 15. [Accessed on: July
8, 2024]. Available from: https://www.pewresearch.org/
internet/2013/01/15/health-online-2013/.

14. Benedicta B, Caldwell PH, Scott KM. How parents use,
search for and appraise online health information on their
child’s medical condition: a pilot study. J Paediatr Child
Health. 2020;56(2):252-8.

15. Melamud A, Puiggari J, Goldfarb G, Cairoli H, Otero
P. Health information on the Internet: its use by



16.

17.

18.

pediatricians and parents of patients. Arch Argent Pediatr.
2007;105(6):513-6.

Fierloos IN, Windhorst DA, Fang Y, Mao Y, Crone
AR, Hosman CM, et al. Factors associated with media
use for parenting information: A cross-sectional study
among parents of children aged 0-8 years. Nurs Open.
2022;9(1):446-57.

Yudianto B, Caldwell PH, Nanan R, Barnes EH, Scott KM.
Patterns of parental online health information-seeking
behaviour. J Paediatr Child Health. 2023;59(5):743-52.
Alsem MW, Ausems F, Jongmans MJ, Meily-Visser JM,
Ketelaar M. Information seeking by parents of children with

Original article / Arch Argent Pediatr. 2025;123(1):e202410451

19.

20.

21.

physical disabilities: An exploratory qualitative study. Res
Dev Disabil. 2017;60:125-34.

Reifegerste D, Bachl M, Baumann E. Surrogate health
information seeking in Europe: Influence of source type and
social network variables. Int J Med Inform. 2017;103:7-14.
Walsh AM, Hamilton K, White KM, Hyde MK. Use of online
health information to manage children’s health care: a
prospective study investigating parental decisions. BMC
Health Serv Res. 2015;15:131.

Yardi S, Cadwell PH, Barnes EH, Scott KM. Determining
parents’ patterns of behaviour when searching for online
information on their child’s health. J Paediatr Child Health.
2018;54(11):1246-54.



