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Abstract

Background: In Vietnam, antibiotic use without involvement of health care professionalsis common in the community, despite
the legal requirement for a prescription. In low- and middle-income countries, mobile health (mHealth) is perceived as having
the potential to improve community health care at low cost.

Objective: In this study, we aimed to explore the relationship between maobile phone ownership and health-seeking behaviors
among caregivers of children aged 5 years or younger to inform the design of an mHealth intervention to improve antibiotic use
practices in the community.

Methods: A convergent mixed methods approach combined a cross-sectional household survey and in-depth interviews (IDIs).
We surveyed 450 househol ds with children aged 5 years or younger and interviewed caregivers about their health-seeking behaviors
and how they engage with mobile technology to inform their health care decisions and antibiotic use. Qualitative data were
collected through IDIs and focus group discussions (FGDs) with a purposive sample of household survey respondents. Data
collection was conducted between June and September 2023 at 2 sites: 1 urban and 1 rural areain anorthern province of Vietnam.
Factors associated with using mobile phones to seek health care information were identified through multivariable logistic
regression and thematic analysis. Quantitative and qualitative findings were then integrated to provide contextual insights.

Results: For the quantitative household survey, 450 of 460 approached households completed the survey. For the qualitative
component, 38 of 60 approached caregivers participated in 4 FGDs and 6 I DIs. Almost all households had an internet connection
(4441450, 98.7%, 95% CI 97.1%-99.4%). While 80.2% (308/384, 95% CI 75.9%-83.9%) of caregivers used mobile devices to
access child health care information, only 27.1% (29/107, 95% Cl 19.6%-36.2%) reported using the internet to obtain
antibiotic-related information. Older caregivers (adjusted odds ratio [aOR] 0.65, 95% CI 0.43-0.99) and caregiversliving in the
urban area (aOR 0.45, 95% Cl 0.24-0.85) were less likely to seek health-related information online using mobile devices than
younger or rural caregivers, respectively. In contrast, a higher level of caregiver education was significantly associated with more
favorable engagement in online health information—seeking behavior (aOR 2.73, 95% CI 1.61-4.61). Caregivers demonstrated
highly active and intentional online information-seeking behaviors, driven by a strong desire to enhance their knowledge and
confidence in making childcare and treatment decisions. Qualitative findings highlighted a need for trustworthy, professionally
supported digital health platforms tailored to child health and antibiotic use.

Conclusions:  This study highlights caregivers' health care information—seeking behaviors and engagement with digital
technologies for antibiotic-related information, demonstrating the potential of mobile phones to support antibiotic-related
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decision-making and improve antibiotic use practices. These findings provide insightsto inform the design of context-appropriate
mHealth interventions to support caregiversin making decisions about antibiotic use.

(J Med Internet Res 2026;28:€93373) doi: 10.2196/93373
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Introduction

Antimicrobial resistance (AMR) isamajor global public health
challenge with substantial health, social, and economic
consequences [1]. Evidence from the literature indicates that
antibiotic misuse, overuse, and suboptimal dosing contribute
to AMR, underscoring the importance of antimicrobial
stewardship [2]. Vietnam's high levels of AMR are driven by
high rates of antibiotic use and widespread access to antibiotics
outside formal health care systems[3-5]. Children aged 5 years
or younger are the age group with the highest antibiotic use in
Vietnam. A nationally representative household survey
conducted in 2014 reported that 83% of children aged 5 years
or younger with a cough received antibiotics in the preceding
year, with most antibiotics obtained from non-health care
settings, particularly community pharmacies [6]. Almost half
of children were reported to have a cough or other respiratory
symptoms during the 2-week period before the survey, and 40%
were given antibiotics during that period. Similarly, a study of
193,010 outpatient visitsfor acute respiratory infections (ARIS)
in Nam Dinh Province in 2019 found that 97% resulted in an
antibiotic prescription [7]. Notably, 18.1% of prescriptions for
children aged 5 years or younger were classified as “Watch”
antibiotics, which have a higher potential to promote AMR.
More broadly, a multicountry study conducted in 6 low- and
middle-income countries (LMICs), including Vietnam, found
that antibiotic use was generally excessive rather than restricted,
particularly in Asian settings, where high densities of antibiotic
suppliers facilitated widespread availability [5].

Caregiversplay acentral rolein decisionsregarding health care
seeking, antibiotic acquisition, and antibiotic administration for
young children, making them important targets for
community-based antibiotic stewardship interventions. Studies
from Vietnam and other countries across 6 continents have
shown that caregivers frequently influence whether antibiotics
are sought, purchased, used without a prescription, or requested
from health care providers [8-11]. Understanding caregivers
health information needs, health-seeking behaviors, and access
to communication technologies is therefore an important
prerequisite for designing effective interventions. Mobile health
(mHealth) technologies may provide a promising platform for
delivering antibiotic stewardship interventions to caregivers.
Therapid expansion of mobile phone ownership in LMICs has
created new opportunities to provide health information and
behavior-changeinterventions at relatively low cost [12-15]. In
Vietnam, maobile phone adoption is widespread across both
urban and rural areas. In 2022, therewere 137.4 million mobile
phone subscriptions, exceeding the national population of
approximately 99.5 million (General Statistics Office of
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Vietnam). Although interest in mHealth interventions has
increased substantially over the past decade, the evidence base
has been dominated by interventions targeting chronic
noncommunicable diseases, particularly diabetes, cardiovascular
disease, hypertension, and other long-term conditions. Many
studies have been conducted in clinical or hospital settings, and
asubstantial proportion of interventions have been designed to
support health care providersrather than end usersor caregivers
[16-20]. Moreover, evidence on the feasibility and acceptability
of using mobiletechnol ogiesto support informed antibiotic use
in community settings remains limited [21].

To inform the development of digital interventionsthat support
informed antibiotic use decisions for young children, it is
important to understand caregivers accessto and use of mobile
technologies, their health information—seeking behaviors, and
their willingness to engage with mHealth services. Therefore,
this study aimed to examine caregivers health-seeking and
antibiotic use behaviors and their engagement with mobile
technologies for child health information, with a focus on
informing the design of mHealth interventions to support
antibiotic use decisions.

Methods

Study Design and Settings

This study used a convergent mixed methods design, in which
guantitative and qualitative data were collected concurrently,
analyzed separately, and integrated through comparison during
interpretation to provide a comprehensive understanding of
caregivers health care—seeking behaviors and the potential for
mHeal th-based interventionsto support informed antibiotic use.
Whilethe household survey quantified patterns of mobile phone
ownership, health care access, and antibiotic use, phone
ownership alone is a crude measure of mobile technology use
and does not capture who uses the phone or how it is used in
practice. To complement the survey findings and provide
contextual insights, qualitative data were collected through
in-depth interviews (IDIs) and focus group discussions (FGDs).

The study was conducted in an urban (district town) and arural
commune in Vu Ban District, Nam Dinh Province, Vietnam.
This province is approximately 90 km from Hanoi, the capital
city. The selected urban commune had a population of 6339
people, while the rural commune had a population of 4100
people.

Sample Size Calculation

At the time of study design, no published data were available
on the prevalence of caregivers in northern Viethnam using
mobile devices to seek health-related information for their
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children. While national statistics show high rates of smartphone
ownership and internet use among the general adult population,
these indicators do not directly reflect caregiver health
informati on—seeking behavior. In the absence of more relevant
local data, a conservative prevalence estimate of 15% was used
for the sample size calculation to ensure adequate precision.
Based on this assumption, a sample of 196 participants was
required to estimate this proportion with a 5% margin of error
at a 95% confidence level. We recruited 225 households with
children aged 5 years or younger at each site, allowing for 15%
dropout or refusal. The number of FGDs (n=4) and IDIs (n=6)
was predetermined based on the study objectives and sampling

strategy.

Sampling and Participant Recruitment

In the quantitative component, surveys were conducted among
225 households with children aged 5 years or younger at each
of the 2 sites, yielding atotal of 450 households. The selected
commune health centers (CHCs) provided sampling frames
consisting of households with at least 1 child aged 5 years or
younger, comprising 316 householdsin the rural commune and
258 househol dsin the urban commune. Field workers used these
sampling frames to identify households according to their
residence cluster (hamlet/village) and approached households
toinvitethem to participate in the study. Recruitment continued
across the residence clusters until the required sample size was
reached. Following the survey, 4 FGDs (with 8 participants
each) and 6 individual 1DIs were conducted to provide further
context and depth to the preliminary insights and hypotheses.
Participants were selected from the survey respondents using
purposive sampling to ensure diversity in age, socioeconomic
status, geographic location (urban/rural), and caregiving
experience. They were recruited by CHC staff through
face-to-face or telephone contact, based on their availability
and willingnessto sharetheir caregiving experience. Participants
were assigned to IDIs or FGDs based on their willingness and
preference for sharing their experiencesin agroup setting. Each
session was conducted by 1 researcher with anote-taker (PBB).
Both researchers (NTTD and HNTC) had prior experience in
qualitative moderation. During FGDs, the moderator facilitated
balanced group dynamics by encouraging less active participants
to contribute and preventing dominance by more active
participants. Participants aged 18 years or older who were
responsible for health care decisions for the child, particularly
regarding illness management, treatment-seeking, and
medication use, and who consented to participate were eligible
for both quantitative and qualitative components.

Data Collection Procedures

Data were collected from June to September 2023. Household
data were collected by trained field workers using tablets and
a web-based application (REDCap). A questionnaire
(Multimedia Appendix 1) was developed and adapted from
previous studies examining the use of mHealth for health care
[22-24]. The questionnaire covered the following domains: (1)
sociodemographic characteristics; (2) childhood illness
management practices; and (3) health care-seeking behavior,
including the use of mobile devices to inform health care
decisions and antibiotic use, aswell asthe types of information
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accessed and trusted. The use of mobile devices for seeking
health care information was categorized as a binary outcome
(“yes’ if mobile deviceswere sometimes or often used and “ no”
if they were never used). Respondents were also asked to rate
their level of agreement on a5-point Likert scale (strongly agree
to strongly disagree) with statementsrelating to their knowledge
and awareness of antibiotics and antibiotic resistance. The
guestionnaire was pretested with 2 caregivers of children aged
5 years or younger who were not involved in the study and had
no relevant background or prior knowledge of the study topic.
The pretesting assessed the clarity, comprehensibility, and
appropriateness of the questions in the local language. Minor
wording changes were made based on their feedback. The
pretesting was conducted solely for instrument refinement, and
the pretest responses were not included in the final analysis.

Focus group discussions were conducted face-to-face at CHCs
using asemistructured discussion guide (Multimedia Appendix
2) and flexible facilitation. In-depth interviews (IDIs) were
conducted one-to-one in private rooms at CHCs using a
semistructured interview guidewith open-ended questions
(Multimedia Appendix 2). Interviewswere conducted by NTTD
(PhD) and HNTC (master of international relations), both female
researchers. NTTD was a postdoctoral researcher, and HNTC
was aresearch assistant at thetime of the study. Both researchers
had prior training and experience in conducting qualitative
research and qualitative data analysis. The interviewers had no
prior relationship with the participants before the
commencement of the study. Participants were informed about
the researchers’ roles and the purpose of the study before the
interviews. Theinterviewsfocused on participants perspectives
and experiencesregarding their knowledge and practicesrelated
to antibiotic use and health care—seeking for children, as well
as their expectations regarding health care information and
support. The interview guide also included questions about
participants ownership and use of mobile devices and
internet-based resourcesto seek health careinformation for their
children. The interview guide was piloted with two local staff
members without relevant background or prior knowledge of
the study topic to assess the clarity and appropriateness of the
guestions in the local language. Minor wording changes were
made based on their feedback. The pilot interviews were
conducted solely for pretesting and were not included in the
final analysis. The individua IDIs lasted approximately 45
minutes, while the FGDs lasted between 1.5 and 2 hours. Field
notes were taken during the IDIs and FGDs to document key
observations, contextual information, and nonverbal cues.

To ensure consistent understanding, trained interviewers
admini stered the questionnaire using standardized wording and,
when needed, provided commonly used local antibiotic names
and examples to clarify that the questions referred specifically
to antibiotics rather than other medicines.

Terminology Definitions

In this study, a mobile phone refers to any cellular telephone,
including basic phones and smartphones. A smartphone refers
to a mobile phone with advanced computing and
internet-enabled functions. The term “mobile device” is used
more broadly to encompass mobile phones, smartphones, and
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other portable digital devices. mHealth refers to the use of
mobile devices and wireless technologies to support
health-related activities, information, communication, or
services.

Data Analysis

The analysis and presentation of the quantitative data followed
the STROBE (Strengthening the Reporting of Observational
Studiesin Epidemiology) guidelinesfor reporting observational
studies (Multimedia Appendix 3) [25]. Descriptive data were
summarized as proportions or mediansand |QRS, as appropriate.
Proportions were calcul ated as percentages, and 95% Clswere
estimated using the Wilson score method. Children's
characteristicsfrom the household survey were a so summarized.
Symptom categories were not mutualy exclusive. Binary
logistic regression was used to identify factors associated with
the primary outcome, defined as the use of mobile devices for
health care seeking. The multivariablelogistic regression model
included 8 variables: age, gender, religion, income, education,
area of residence, social media use, and ownership of a
smartphone, tablet, or other smart mobile devices. These
variables were included because of their potential relevance as
sociodemographic and technology-related factors associated
with mHealth care seeking. Participantswith missing datawere
excluded from the multivariable analysis. Multicollinearity
among the included variables was assessed using variance
inflation factors (V1Fs). The Hosmer-L emeshow goodness-of-fit
test was used to assess mode fit. Crude and adjusted odds ratios
(ORs) with 95% Cls were reported.

The qualitativeinterviews and discussions were audio-recorded
and transcribed verbatim. The transcripts from both FGDs and
IDIs were subsequently analyzed together using thematic
analysis by HNTC [26]. Initial codes were generated from the
transcripts and reviewed and grouped according to similarities
and differencesin meaning. Related codes were organized into
subthemes and broader themes, which werereviewed and refined
to ensure that they accurately represented the data. The coding
tree followed a hierarchica structure, with specific codes
representing participants' accounts at the initial level, which
were subsequently clustered into conceptually related subthemes
and then synthesized into broader overarching themes. The
coding structure was reviewed and discussed iteratively by
HNTC, NTTD, and SOL against the transcripts to ensure that
the themes and subthemes remained grounded in participants’
accounts and were conceptually distinct and coherent. Data
saturation was assessed during analysis by examining whether
later sessions generated new themes or perspectivesto determine
whether sufficient thematic coverage had been achieved. NTTD
and SOL contributed to the interpretation and refinement of the
qualitative findings based on their experience in qualitative
research. For the mixed methods integration, NTTD and SOL
reviewed the quantitative and qualitative findings together to
identify areas of convergence, complementarity, and divergence.
They jointly contributed to the interpretation and integration of
the 2 data strands, with ajoint display matrix used to facilitate
systematic comparison and synthesis of the findings. NVivo
(version 12.0; QSR International) was used to organize, code,
retrieve, and manage the qualitative data. Illustrative quotations
were selected to support the interpretation and presentation of
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the final themes and subthemes. The analysis and presentation
of qualitative datafollowed the COREQ (Consolidated Criteria
for Reporting Qualitative Research) guidelines for reporting
qualitative research (Multimedia Appendix 4) [27].

Integration of Quantitative and Qualitative Data

Integration of the quantitative and qualitative components was
conducted at the interpretation stage. Quantitative findings
provided an overview of patterns and associations related to
caregivers health care—seeking behaviors, mobile phone access,
and antibiotic use, while qualitative findings were used to
explain, contextualize, and expand upon theseresults. Following
separate analyses of each dataset, the findings were compared
to identify areas of convergence, complementarity, and
divergence. A joint display matrix was developed to align key
guantitative findings with corresponding qualitative themes,
facilitating systematic comparison and interpretation. Where
findings converged, qualitative data were used to provide
explanatory insights into the observed quantitative patterns.
Where discrepancies occurred, these were examined to identify
potential contextual or methodological explanations. The
integrated interpretation informed the overall conclusions by
synthesizing evidence from both methodol ogical strands, thereby
providing a deeper understanding of caregivers' experiences,
decision-making processes, perceptions of mHealth, and the
contextual factors shaping health care—seeking and antibiotic
use.

Ethical Considerations

The protocol was approved by the Oxford University Tropical
Research Ethics Committee (OXTREC reference number
504-22) and the Ethics Committee of Hanoi University of Public
Health (HUPH), Vietnam (reference number
1399/GCN-HDDD). Permission to conduct the study was also
obtained from local authorities.

At thefirst point of contact, interviewers provided participants
with information about the study objectives, procedures,
potential risks and benefits, and other relevant details. Written
informed consent was obtained from all participants before data
collection commenced. All participant data were anonymized
to ensure confidentiality. Participants in the household survey
received an amount equivalent to US $5 as compensation for
their time, while those participating in IDIs or FGDs received
an amount equivalent to US $10.

Results

Overview

Reflecting the convergent mixed methods approach, the Results
section progresses from the quantitative findings to the
qualitative findings and concludes with an integrated
presentation of findings from both data strands to provide a
comprehensive understanding of caregivers experiences,
information-seeking practices, and perspectiveson digital health
support. The gquantitative findings are presented across three
areas. (1) the context of antibiotic use in childhood illnesses,
(2) ownership of mobile devices and access to health
information, and (3) factors associated with mobile device use
for child health care among caregivers. The qualitative analysis
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generated three overarching themes: (1) navigating health care
and antibiotic treatment; (2) active and child-focused digital
health information seeking; and (3) from accessibleinformation
to trusted, professionally supported digital health tools. These
themes were further explored through related subthemes.

Quantitative Findings

Baseline Characteristics of Caregivers

For the quantitative household survey, atota of 460 households
wereapproached. Of these, 10 households declined to participate
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due to time constraints, and 450 households were successfully
recruited and completed the survey. The majority of participants
(432/450, 96%, 95% CI 93.8%-97.5%) werefemale. Themedian
agewas 31 (IQR 27-36) years. Half of the caregiverslived with
their parents-in-law. Educational attainment was moderate, with
one-third completing secondary school (149/450, 33.1%, 95%
Cl 28.9%-37.6%). Half of the families (234/450, 52%, 95% ClI
47.4%-56.6%) had a monthly income below US $400.
Demographic characteristics were similar between urban and
rural caregivers, except that urban households had higher
monthly incomes. Further details are presented in Table 1.
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Table 1. Baseline characteristics of caregiversin the household survey.

Characteristics of caregivers Total (n=450) 95% CI Urban (n=225)  95%ClI Rura (n=225) 95% Cl
Age (years), median (IQR) 31 (27-36) _a 32 (27-35) — 31 (27-36) —
Sex, n (%)
Female 432 (96) 93.8-97.5 210 (93.3) 89.3-959 222(98.7) 96.2-99.5
Male 18 (4) 2.5-6.2 15 (6.7) 41-107  3(1.3) 05-3.8
Religion, n (%)
Yes 95 (21.1) 17.6-25.1  84(37.3) 31.3-438 11(4.9) 2.8-85
No 355 (78.9) 74.9-824 141 (62.7) 56.2-68.7 214 (95.1) 91.5-97.2
Role of caregiver, n (%)
Mother 432 (96) 93.8-97.5 210 (93.4) 89.3-959 222(98.7) 96.2-99.5
Father 17 (3.8) 2.4-6.0 14 (6.2) 37102  3(L3) 05-3.8
Grandmother 1(0.2) 0-1.2 1(0.4) 0.1-25 0(0) 0-17
Rolein household
Head 14 (3.2) 1.9-52 11(4.9) 2.8-85 3(L3) 05-3.8
Head's spouse 179 (39.8) 35.4-44.4 103 (45.7) 38.4-52.3 76(33.8) 27.9-40.2
Head's children 26 (5.8) 4.0-8.3 15 (6.7) 41-107  11(4.9) 2.8-85
Head's children in-law 226 (50.2) 45.6-54.8 94 (41.8) 355-483 132 (58.7) 52.1-64.9
Other 5(1.1) 05-2.6 2(0.9) 0.2-3.2 3(L3) 05-3.8
Level of education, n (%)
Lower secondary® 149 (33.1) 28.9-37.6  66(29.3) 238356 83(36.9) 30.9-43.4
Upper secondary® 173(38.4) 341430 94(418) 355483 79(35.1) 29.2-41.6
College 29 (6.4) 45-9.1 15 (6.7) 41-10.7  14(6.2) 3.7-10.2
University 67 (14.9) 11.9-185 32(13.8) 10.3-194 35(15.6) 11.4-20.9
Other 32(7.1) 5.1-9.9 18 (8) 51123  14(6.2) 3.7-10.2
Occupation, n (%)
Farmer 11 (2.4) 14-43 7(3.2) 1563 4(18) 0.7-45
Contract employee 285 (63.3) 58.8-67.7 140 (62.2) 55.7-68.3 145 (64.4) 58.0-70.4
Business 61 (13.6) 10.7-17.0  31(13.8) 99189  30(13.3) 9.5-18.4
Housewife 28(6.2) 43-88 18 (8) 51-123  10(4.4) 2.4-80
Other 65 (14.5) 115-180 29(12.9) 91-179  36(16) 11.8-21.4
Family income per month (US $), n (%)
<400 234 (52) 47.4-56.6  81(36) 30-425  153(68) 61.6-73.7
>400 216 (48) 434-526 144 (64) 57570  72(32) 26.3-384

Owner ship of deviced, n (%)

Smartphone 379 (84.2) 80.6-87.3 223(99.1) 96.8-99.8 156 (69.3) 63-75
Basic mobile phone 248 (55.1) 505-59.6 130 (57.8) 512-64 118 (52.4) 45.9-58.9
Laptop 106 (23.6) 19.9-27.7  63(28) 225342  43(19.1) 145-24.8
Desktop computer 52 (11.6) 89-148  31(13.8) 99189  21(93) 6.2-13.8
Tablet 14 (3.1) 1.95.2 8(3.6) 1.8-6.9 6(2.7) 1257
Landline phone 2(0.4) 0.1-1.6 1(0.4) 0.1-2.5 1(0.4) 0.1-25
Internet access 444.(98.7) 97.1-99.4  223(99.1) 96.8-99.8 221(98.2) 95.5-99.3

Sources of trusted health informationd, n (%)
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Characteristics of caregivers Total (n=450) 95% ClI Urban (n=225)  95%Cl Rura (n=225) 95% ClI
Health care workers 364 (80.9) 77.0-843 154 (68.4) 62.1-74.2  210(93.3) 89.3-95.9
Drug sellers 269 (59.8) 55.2-64.2 106 (47.1) 40.7-536 163 (72.4) 66.3-77.9
Internet 184 (40.9) 36.4-455 87(38.7) 325-452 97 (43.1) 36.8-49.6
Relatives/friends 136 (30.2) 26.2-34.6 37 (16.4) 12.2-21.8 99 (44) 37.7-50.5
Social media 132 (29.3) 25.3-33.7 60(26.7) 21.3-32.8 72(32) 26.3-38.4
TV 40 (8.9) 6.6-11.9 18 (8) 5.1-12.3 22 (9.8) 6.5-14.4
Magazine/journal 26 (5.8) 4.0-8.3 8(3.6) 1.8-6.9 18 (8.0) 5.1-12.3

Sour ce of antibiotic informationd(n:107), n (%)

Doctors 88(82.2) 73.9-883 57(79.2) 68.4-86.9 31(88.6) 74-95.5
Drug sdllers 79 (73.8) 64.8-81.2  53(73.6) 62.4-82.4  26(74.3) 57.9-85.8
Relatives/friends 15 (14) 87-21.8  7(9.7) 48187  8(22.9) 12.1-39
Internet 29 (27.1) 19.6-36.2 15(20.8) 13.1-31.6 14 (40) 25.6-56.4

Social media use, n (%)

Yes 420 (93.3) 90.6-95.3 217 (96.4) 93.1-98.2 203(90.2) 85.6-93.5
No 30(6.7) 4.7-94 8(3.6) 1.8-6.9 22(9.8) 6.5-14.4

Using mobile devices for seeking health information® (n=426), n (%)

Often 54 (12.7) 9.8-161  31(14.1) 10.1-19.3 23(11.2) 7.6-16.2

Sometimes 288 (67.6) 63.1-71.9 133 (60.5) 53.9-66.7 155 (75.2) 68.9-80.6

Never 84 (19.7) 16.2-23.7 56(25.4) 202-31.6  28(13.6) 9.6-18.9
8ot applicable.

B ower secondary education indicates completion of 9 years of schooling.
CUpper secondary education indicates completion of 12 years of schooling.

dm ultiple selections were allowed, so respondents could be counted in more than 1 category. Because of missing values, n indicates the number of

patients for whom data were available.

Context of Antibiotic Usein Childhood | lInesses

A total of 534 children were included in the survey, with a
similar distribution of females (46.8%, 250/534) and males
(53.2%, 284/534). Thirty-two (6%) children were admitted to
hospital within the previous 6 months. In the 12 months
preceding the survey, cough was the most commonly reported
symptom, affecting 66.5% (355/534) of children, followed by
fever (57.3%, 306/534) and diarrhea (15.9%, 85/534).
Antibioticswere commonly used for theseillnesses, particularly
for cough and fever. Antibiotic treatment was reported more
frequently among urban than rural children (Table Sl in
Multimedia Appendix 5). The main sources of antibiotic
information were doctors, reported by 82.2% (88/107, 95% ClI
73.9%-88.3%) of participants, and medicine sellers/pharmacists,
reported by 73.8% (79/107, 95% Cl 64.8%-81.2%) of
participants. Other sources included the internet, reported by
27.1%(29/107, 95% Cl 19.6%-36.2%), and relatives or friends,
reported by 14% (15/107, 95% Cl 8.7%-21.8%; Table 1).

Caregivers demonstrated mixed knowledge and attitudes
regarding antibiotics. While nearly half of caregivers correctly
identified antibiotics as medicines used to treat infections
(49.9%, 224/449), misconceptions remained: 20.5% (92/449)
thought they were painkillers. A further 7.3% (33/449) of
respondents thought antibiotics could relieve general weakness,
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and 17.6% (79/449) did not know what antibictics were.
Although most caregivers (287/297, 96.6%) agreed that
antibiotics should not be used unnecessarily, a notable
proportion reported attitudes that may contribute to unnecessary
antibiotic use, including requesting antibiotics (64/297, 21.5%),
taking them as soon as they feel unwell (52/297, 17.5%), using
“strong” antibiotics (43/297, 14.5%), or combining multiple
antibiotics to ensure recovery (34/297, 11.4%; Figure Sl in
Multimedia Appendix 5).

Ownership of Mobile Devices and Accessto Health
Information

Among 450 households, ailmost all (444/450, 98.7%, 95% ClI
97.1%-99.4%) had an internet connection. The majority of
caregivers (379/450, 84.2%, 95% ClI 80.6%-87.3%) owned
smartphones, and half of them (248/450, 55.1%, 95% CI
50.5%-59.65%) owned basic mobile phones. Additionally,
23.6% (106/450) owned a laptop, 11.6% (52/450) owned a
desktop computer, 3.1% (14/450) owned tablets, and 0.4%
(2/450) owned a landline phone (Table 1). The sources of
information that caregiversindicated they trusted included health
care workers (364/450, 80.9%, 95% Cl 77%-84.3%), followed
by drug sellers (269/450, 59.8%, 95% Cl 55.2%-64.2%),
searchable websites (184/450, 40.9%, 95% Cl 36.4%-45.5%),
relatives/friends (136/450, 30.2%, 95% Cl 26.2%-34.6%), and
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interactive social media platforms (132/450, 29.3%, 95% ClI
25.3%-33.7%). The proportions of caregiverswho trusted health
care workers and drug sellers were higher among rural than
urban caregivers. Almost all caregivers (420/450, 93.3%, 95%
Cl 90.6%-95.3%) used interactive social mediaplatforms(Zalo
and Facebook Messenger) every day. However, among them,
only a minority of caregivers (54/426, 12.7%, 95% CI
9.8%-16.1%; 24 caregivers with missing data for the main
outcome) often used smart mobile devices (smartphones and
tablets) to seek health care information, whereas 67.6%
(2881426, 95% Cl 63.1%-71.9%) used them occasionally and
19.7% (84/426, 95% Cl 16.2%-23.7%) never used them (Table
1). A quarter of caregivers (114/450, 25.3%, 95% CI
21.5%-29.5%) were familiar with health-related applications,
and among them, 71.1% (81/114, 95% CI 62.1%-78.6%) had
used these applications, such as pregnancy monitoring
applications. Other details are presented in Table 1.

https://www.jmir.org/2026/1/e93373
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Factors Associated With Mobile Device Use for Child
Health Care Among Caregivers

Multivariable regression analysis found that older caregivers
werelesslikely to seek health information online than younger
participants (aOR 0.65, 95% Cl 0.43-0.99). Caregivers with
higher levels of education had significantly higher odds of
engaging in online health information—seeking behavior (aOR
2.73, 95% CI 1.61-4.61). Caregivers living in the urban
commune were less likely to seek health-related information
online using mobile devices than caregivers in the rural
commune (aOR 0.45, 95% CI 0.24-0.85; Table 2). The less
frequent outcome category included 84 participants, and the
finAl model contained 8 parameters, giving an
events-per-variable ratio above commonly recommended
thresholds (ratio: 1 parameter per 10 events). All VIF values
were low (range 1.01-1.21), indicating no evidence of
problematic multicollinearity among the variables included in
the find multivariable logistic regression model. The
Hosmer-Lemeshow goodness-of-fit test was not significant

(x%s=5.8; P=.67), suggesting an adequate model fit.
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Table 2. Factors associated with mobile phone use for child health care among caregivers (n=450).

Characteristic Using mobiledevicesfor healthcare, n (%) Crude OR?  Crude95% Cl  Adjusted OR Adjusted 95% ClI
Gender

Male 13(76.5) Reference  __c¢ — —

Female 329 (80.4) 127 0.40-3.98 0.98 0.29-3.35
Age (years)

10 — 0.57 0.39-0.85 0.65 0.43-0.99
Religion (yes or no)

No 279 (83) Reference — — —

Yes 63 (70) 0.48 0.28-0.81 0.57 0.31-1.05
Monthly income (US $)

<400 173 (81.2) Reference  — — —

>400 169 (79.3) 0.89 0.55-1.43 1.05 0.6-1.83
Education level

Secondary school or below 95 (68.3) Reference — — —

High school or higher 247 (86.1) 2.65 1.62-4.34 2.73 1.61-4.61
Area

Rural 178 (86.4) Reference  — — —

Urban 164 (74.5) 0.46 0.28-0.76 0.45 0.24-0.85
Social media use

No 3(50) Reference — — —

Yes 339 (80.7) 4.19 0.83-21.12 344 0.51-23.35
Owner ship of smart mobile devices

No 34 (80.9) Reference  — — —

Yes 308 (80.2) 0.95 0.42-2.14 143 0.54-3.78

80R: odds ratio.

bAdjusted ORs were estimated using a logistic regression model that included the following 8 predefined variables: age, gender, religion, income,
education, area of residence, social media use, and ownership of a smartphone, tablet, or other smart mobile device.

®Not applicable.

Qualitative Findings

I nterview Participants

In the qualitative component, 60 caregivers were approached.
Of these, 22 caregivers declined to participate due to time
constraints and discomfort with discussing the topic, while 38
caregivers participated in qualitative interviews (4 FGDs and
6 IDIs). The participants had an average age of 33 (SD 6.08)

https://www.jmir.org/2026/1/e93373
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years, ranging from 18 to 42 years. The sample was
predominantly female, with 37 (97.4%) femal e participantsand
only 1 (2.6%) male participant. In terms of occupation, 20
(52.6%) participants were housewives or informal workers, 7
(18.4%) were factory workers, and 4 (10.5%) were farmers.
Participants had between 1 and 4 children, with an average of
1.8 children per family; 27 (71.1%) participants had 2 children.
The children’s ages ranged from 6 months to 16 years (Table
3).
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Table 3. Characteristics of caregivers (n=38) in in-depth interviews and focus group discussions.

Characteristic

Frequency

Age (years), mean (SD; range)
Gender, n (%)
Female
Male
Occupation, n (%)
Housewife
Contracted workers
Farmers
Other
Number of children in the family, mean (range)
Age of children, range
Residence, n (%)
Urban
Rural

33 (6.08; 18-42)

37 (97.4)
1(2.6)

20 (52.6)
7 (18.4)
4 (10.5)
7 (18.4)
1.8 (1-4)

6 monthsto 16 years

19 (50)
19 (50)

Overview of Qualitative Findings

Thethematic analysisgenerated 3 overarching themes describing
caregivers experiences of health care seeking, antibiotic use,
and engagement with digital health information. Thefirst theme,
“navigating health care and antibiotic treatment,” describes
caregivers experiences of managing childhood illness, seeking
health care, accessing antibiotics, and understanding antibiotic
use. The second theme, “active and child-focused digital health
information seeking,” captures caregivers proactive use of
mobile devices and online resources to seek, cross-check, and
contextualize health information, particularly when making
decisionsabout their children’shealth and medicines. Thethird
theme, “from accessible information to trusted, professionally
supported digital health tools,” describes caregivers concerns
about the credibility of online health information and their
preferencesfor accessible digital platformsthat providereliable
information and professional support. These overarching themes
were further developed into related subthemes, which are
presented below with supporting accounts and illustrative
guotations from participants.

Navigating Health Care and Antibiotic Treatment

Health care seeking and antibiotic access were predominantly
facility- and pharmacy-based. Caregivers most commonly sought
care from private pharmacies/drug stores and private
hospitals/clinics, while public facilities served as a secondary
source of carefor episodes of cough, fever, and diarrhea (Figure
S2 in Multimedia Appendix 5). Antibiotic access followed a
similar pattern, with antibiotics mainly being obtained from
private hospitals/clinics and private drug stores, followed by
public facilities. Accessing antibiotics from informal sources
(eg, retired doctors, relatives/friends, street vendors, traditional
healers) was uncommon (Figure S3 in Multimedia Appendix
5).

Caregivers typicaly followed a sequential and pragmatic
approach when seeking health care and antibiotics for children

https://www.jmir.org/2026/1/e93373

aged 5 years or younger. This pathway often began with
home-based care and progressed to higher levels of the health
care system depending on the perceived severity and persistence
of the child’s symptoms. The process generally followed four
stages: (1) home treatment; (2) consultation at private clinics
or pharmacies; (3) visitsto the primary health care units (CHCs);
and (4) referral to or self-initiated visitsto higher-tier hospitals,
such as the Provincial Paediatric Hospital or the National
Children’s Hospital.

Conceptions About Antibiotics and AMR

Caregiversdemonstrated limited knowledge of the classification,
use, and potential effects of antibioticsin children. For many,
antibiotics were viewed simply as common medicines that
facilitate rapid recovery from respiratory infections, particularly
when children experienced symptoms such as cough or fever.
As one caregiver explained:

Antibiotics are used to reduce inflammation, for
example, for a sore throat or when the children have
tonsillitis. Usually, when we go to the health centre,
thedoctor prescribesthem. [Rural FGD 1, 38-year-old
mother with 2 children]

Across al 4 FGDs, participants did not provide accurate
information about the definition or classification of antibiotics,
suggesting a limited conceptual understanding of these
medicines. Nevertheless, participants demonstrated some
awareness of the potential harms associated with antibiotic use.
Asone caregiver noted, “ (Antibiotics) are fast but not good for
the children, with many harmful aspects’ (Urban FGD 2,
27-year-old mother with 2 children). Another explained:

No one wants their child to take too many
antibiotics... but I’'m afraid my child will be sick for
along time... | don't have professional knowledge,
so | agreed to use antibiotics. [Rural FGD 1,
34-year-old mother with 2 children]
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These accounts suggest that although caregivers recognized that
antibiotics could have harmful effects, this awvareness did not
necessarily translate into a clear understanding of when
antibiotics should be used or how they should be used.

AMR was a relatively new and unfamiliar concept to most
caregivers. While some had encountered the term, their
understanding of itsimplications was limited and often shaped
by personal experiences with recurring illness. One caregiver
described AMR as a situation in which “every time my child
gets sick, he has to take antibiotics to get better, otherwise he
won't get better, only getsalittle better and then getssick again”
(Rural IDI 3, 38-year-old mother with 2 children). Despite this
limited knowledge, caregivers expressed genuine curiosity about
AMR and a strong motivation to learn more, particularly about
how antibiotic use could affect their children’s future health.

Active and Child-Focused Digital Health I nformation
Seeking

Caregivers expressed support for using mobile devicesto access
health careinformation and support health care decision-making
for their children. Caregivers reported seeking additional
information through online and mobile resources alongside
information provided by health care professionals to support
their understanding of health care and medication-related
decisions for their children. Caregivers were proactive in
seeking, validating, and contextualizing health information
online, particularly when they were uncertain about treatment
recommendationsfor their children. They reported using online
resources and mobile communication platforms to cross-check
advice received from health care providers or other sources. As
one participant explained, “1 should check on my phone because
sometimes doctors make mistakes or myself make mistakes’
(Urban IDI 3, 33-year-old mother with 1 child). Caregiversalso
actively sought information about medicines prescribed for their
children, particularly their uses and dosage:

| just keep researching about the uses and dosage. ..
not the price asthe price should be different between
different providers (pharmacies, hospitalsand private
clinics). [Urban IDI 3, 33-year-old mother with 1
child]

Caregivers prioritized searching for information about
medicines, particularly their names, how they work, and
potential side effects, when medications, including antibiotics,
were prescribed for their children. Asone participant explained,
“1 will search for the drug the pharmacist sold for my children.
| do not do it for drugs for me or my husband” (Urban IDI 1,
33-year-old mother with 2 children). Caregivers reported that
because children are till in their developmental stage, they
considered them more vulnerable to the effects of medicines
and therefore believed that greater caution was required. In
contrast, adultswere viewed as moreresilient, leading caregivers
to rely more readily on health care professionals’ expertise.

https://www.jmir.org/2026/1/e93373
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From Accessible I nformation to Trusted Digital Health
Tools

Reliance on Online and Social Networks for Health
Information

Caregiversreported relying primarily on readily available digital
health information, particularly information presented in online
search results, with limited critical evaluation of the quality and
credibility of the information accessed. They did not generally
describe assessing how search resultswereranked and, in some
cases, reported difficulties in identifying reliable information
when multiple sources provided differing or conflicting
information. When searching for online hedth and
antibiotic-related information, caregivers primarily relied on
the Google search engine as their first point of reference. As
one caregiver explained, “If you don't know something, you
can look it up on Google” (Rura IDI 1, 33-year-old mother
with 3 children). Most caregivers used simple keyword
combinations (eg, “symptom + health care for age group”) to
retrieve information, yet they often lacked effective strategies
for assessing the reliability or credibility of online sources. As
several participants noted, “I just click on the first one that
appears and read it” (Urban IDI 2, 30-year-old mother with 2
children) and “Wejust go to Google to search and read” (Rural
FGD 1, 38-year-old mother with 2 children). Participants
described a tendency to select the first search result displayed
by Google and to read and apply the information it contained.

Caregivers  frequently sought advice from informal
networks—such as older relatives, neighbors, or friends
perceived to have medical knowledge, often through messaging
applications such as Facebook Messenger or Zalo. These
exchangesreflect theinfluence of multigenerational households
and community-based advice in Viethamese culture but may
create tensions when traditional beliefs conflict with
evidence-based practices. Younger caregivers, in particular,
described navigating between information obtained online and
guidance from older relatives, highlighting the need for
trustworthy and accessibl e health resources. Socia mediagroups
on platforms such as Facebook and Zalo al so served as common
sources of parenting and health care information, although
caregivers reported that credible content could be difficult to
identify.

Expectationsfor Trusted, Professionally Supported Online
Health Toolsfor Health Care, Including Antibiotic Use

Caregivers expressed astrong desirefor accessible, trustworthy,
and professionally supported online platforms to guide their
health care decisions, particularly regarding antibiotic use in
young children. While many currently relied on general search
engines and informal networks, they acknowledged the
limitations of these sources and the risk of misinformation. As
one participant explained: “(when searching for health care
information on Google) | am just afraid of being deceived. Itis
just for reference” (Urban FGD 1, 27-year-old mother with 2
children). They therefore articulated a clear expectation for an
onlinetool or digital platform—such asamobile app, moderated
social media group, or website—to provide scientifically
accurate and child-specific health care information.
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Crucially, caregivers emphasi zed the importance of integrating
professional medical support into these tools. They envisioned
platforms where qualified doctors or other health professionals
could respond to questions, provide advice, and offer
reassurance:

We should follow the (social media) pages of doctors
who we know or who are recommended by our
relatives, friends such as Dr. X or Dr. Y who are
paediatricians and have good advice on medicineand
supplementsfor children. [Urban FGD 1, 27-year-old
mother with 2 children]

One caregiver described an ideal scenario:
Many of the groups you join will be consultants or if
you have any questions, I'll write them on that page

and then the doctor will be the one to answer. [Urban
FGD 1, 23-year-old mother with 1 child]

https://www.jmir.org/2026/1/e93373
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I ntegration of the Quantitative and Qualitative Findings

The quantitative and qualitative findings were integrated using
a joint display to identify areas of convergence and
complementarity. The 2 datasets converged on caregivers
limited understanding of antibioticsand their active engagement
with digita health information. Quantitative findings
demonstrated frequent antibiotic use for childhood illnessesand
identified differences in mobile-based health information
seeking by caregiver age, education, and residential setting.
Quialitative findings complemented these results by describing
caregivers' active use of online and mobile resources to seek,
cross-check, and contextualize information about their children’s
health and medications. The qualitative findings further
expanded the quantitative results by identifying caregivers
preferences for accessible, trustworthy, and professionally
supported digital health tools (Table 4).
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Table4. Integration of quantitative and qualitative findings on antibiotic use and digital health information—seeking behaviors.

Theme

Quantitative findings

Qualitative quotes

Integrated finding

Context of antibiot-
icusein childhood
illness

Accessto mobile .
devices and digital
information .

Factors associated «
with online health
information seek-

ing

Trusted sources .
and evaluation of
health information

Preferred digital .
health support

Antibiotic use was commonly re-
ported for cough (221/355, 62.3%)
and fever (144/306, 47.1%)
Misconceptions included identify-
ing antibiotics as painkillers
(92/449, 20.5%) or medicines for
general weakness (33/449, 7.3%)

Internet accesswas nearly universa
(4441450, 98.7%)

A total of 80.2% (308/384) of care-
giversused mobile devicesfor child
health information

A further 27.1% (29/107) of care-

givers sought antibiotic-related in-
formation online

Older age (aORP 0.65, 95% Cl
0.43-0.99) and urban residence
(aOR 0.45, 95% CI 0.24-0.85) were
associated with lower odds of mo-
bile-based online health information
seeking, while higher education was
associated with higher odds (aOR
2.73,95% Cl 1.61-4.61)

Health care workers were the most
trusted source (364/450, 80.9%),
followed by drug sellers (269/450,
59.8%), searchable websites
(184/450, 40.9%), relatives/friends
(136/450, 30.2%), and social media
(132/450, 29.3%)

Daily social media use was high
(420/450, 93.3%), but frequent
mobile health-information seeking
waslow (54/426, 12.7%; occasiona
288/426, 67.6%, never 84/426,
19.7%).

A further 25.3% (114/450) of care-
givers were familiar with health
apps, and 71% (81/114) had used
them

“Antibiotics are used to reduce inflamma-
tion, for example, for a sore throat or
when the children have tonsillitis.” (Rural
FGD 1, 38-year-old mother with 2 chil-
dren)

“Every time my child gets sick, he hasto
take antibioticsto get better, otherwise he
won't get better, only gets alittle better
and then gets sick again.” (Rura IDI 3,
38-year-old mother with two children)

“If you don’t know something, you can
look it up on Google” (Rural 1Dl 1, 33-
year-old mother with 3 children)

“1 will search for the drug the pharmacist
sold for my children. | do not do it for
drugsfor me or my husband.” (Urban IDI
1, 33-year-old mother with 2 children)

“1 just click on thefirst one that appears
and read it.” (Urban IDI 2, 30-year-old
mother with 2 children)

“When searching for health careinforma-
tion on Google, | am just afraid of being
deceived. Itisjust for reference.” (Urban
FGD 1, 27-year-old mother with 2 chil-
dren)

“We should follow the (social media)
pages of doctors who we know or whom
our relatives, friends recommended such
as Dr. X or Dr. Y who are paediatricians
and have good advice on medicine and
supplements for children.” (Urban FGD
1, 27-year-old mother with 2 children)

The qualitative findings comple-
mented the quantitative results
by providing greater detail on
caregivers misconceptions and
understanding of antibioticsand
AMR?

High digital access was accom-
panied by active use of online

resources for child health infor-
mation, although general health
information—seeking may not

necessarily trandlate into antibi-
otic-specific digital engagement

Qualitative findings provided
context for the observed demo-
graphic associations and de-
scribed how caregivers used
digital information

Both datasets highlighted health
professionals as trusted sources
adongsidediversedigital and in-
formal information sources, but
caregivers often lacked strate-
giesto assessonlineinformation
credibility

The quantitative and qualitative
findings show complementarity:
athough social media use was
widespread, caregivers' use of
it for health information was
more selective, with qualitative
dataindicating a preference for
trusted, professionally credible
sources

3AMR: antimicrobial resistance.
baOR: adjusted odds ratio.

Discussion

Principal Findings

To the best of our knowledge, thiswasthefirst study in Vietnam
investigating the association between mobile technology
engagement and health care information—seeking behavior
among caregivers of children, with a particular focus on
antibiotic-related information seeking. The study findings
identified a high level of antibiotic use among children aged 5
years or younger, particularly for symptoms such as cough
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(221/355, 62.3%) and fever (144/306, 47.1%), with antibiotics
frequently obtained through private clinics and pharmacies,
consistent with previousreports[3,5,28]. Although the mgjority
of caregivers perceived themselves as knowledgeable about
antibiotics, important gapsin understanding remained, including
uncertainty or misconceptions about what antibiotics are and
how they work, indicating room for improvement. mHealth
interventions offer a scal abl e and context-appropriate approach
to address these gaps by providing targeted education,
reinforcing appropriate antibiotic use behaviors, supporting
caregiver decision-making, and promoting antimicrobial
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stewardship at the community level. Digital tools that assist
caregivers in identifying medicines may also have arole; for
example, QR-code-based approaches such as the ABACUS
initiative have been proposed to help users distinguish antibiotics
from other medicines[5].

Our findings indicate that digital platforms are aready an
important source of child health information for caregivers,
with most households having internet access (444/450, 98.7%,
95% Cl 97.1%-99.4%) and asubstantial proportion of caregivers
using mobile devicesto seek information about their children’s
health (308/384, 80.2%, 95% Cl 75.9%-83.9%). Thishigh level
of engagement is consi stent with evidence showing that parents
commonly use the internet to obtain information about their
children’s health and to inform health care decisions. A
systematic review by Kubb et a [29] found that parents
frequently use online health information, with education being
one of the more consistent predictors of online health
information—seeking behavior. In our study, caregivers with
higher educational attainment were more likely to engage in
online health information—seeking (aOR 2.73, 95% CI
1.61-4.61), suggesting that differences in digital and health
literacy may influence caregivers ability and confidence to
access and use onlineresources. The lower likelihood of online
information-seeking among those living in urban areas (aOR
0.45, 95% CI 0.24-0.85) further demonstrates the importance
of understanding local patterns of health care access and
information use. This association differsfrom findingsin some
previous mHealth studies [30,31] and may partly reflect the
relatively small geographic and digital differences between the
study settings. Caregiversin the rural commune may have had
greater motivation to seek online information because they had
fewer alternative sources of child health information, whereas
those in the district town may have had greater access to
face-to-face health care services. Residual confounding by
unmeasured socioeconomic or cultural factors, including
religious composition, may also have contributed to the
association. Nevertheless, the finding illustrates why mHealth
interventions should beinformed by users' actual health-seeking
contexts rather than assuming that urban caregivers will
necessarily be more digitally engaged.

Thefindings also demonstrate that thereisunlikely tobeasingle
optimal digital delivery channel for al caregivers. Older
caregivers were less likely to seek child health information
online than younger caregivers (aOR 0.65, 95% CI 0.43-0.99),
suggesting that interventionsrelying heavily on online platforms
may preferentially reach younger caregivers. A combination of
approaches may therefore be more appropriate, with social
media potentially useful for younger users and SMS or
professionally supported websites providing aternative channels
for those who engage less with online information. This
differentiated approach may help broaden the reach of digital
health interventions across caregivers with different patterns of
digital engagement. Although mobile phone-based health
informati on—seeking was relatively common among caregivers
(308/384, 80.2%, 95% CI 75.9%-83.9%), only 27.1% (29/107,
95% Cl 19.6%-36.2%) of caregiversreported using the internet
to obtain antibiotic-related information, suggesting that general
health information—seeking may not necessarily trandate into
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antibiotic-specific digital engagement. Therefore, mHealth
interventions aimed at supporting antibiotic stewardship should
consider this distinction to effectively engage the target
population. Importantly, the qualitative findings showed that
caregivers actively sought online information to improve their
knowledge and confidencein making decisions about childcare
and treatment, while expressing a preference for trustworthy
and professionally supported sources, particularly given the
increasing prominence of Al-generated content in search results,
which may increase the difficulty of identifying reliable
information and potentially contribute to the spread of
misinformation. This is consistent with previous qualitative
evidence showing that parents value online information for
increasing knowledge and reassurance but are also concerned
about the trustworthiness and quality of available information
[32].

Crucially, caregivers emphasi zed the importance of integrating
professional medical support into these tools. They envisioned
platforms where qualified doctors or other health care
professionals could respond to questions, provide advice, and
offer reassurance. This highlights both the demand for real-time
expert engagement and caregivers preference for interactive,
rather than purely informational, digital solutions, suggesting
an opportunity to integrate expert moderation into
community-based digital platforms (eg, messaging services,
peer-support groups, or moderated forums). These findings
suggest an opportunity to develop accessible, credible, and
locally relevant digital health resources, particularly those
providing reliableinformation on childhood illnessand antibiotic
use. Such interventions should complement, rather than replace,
professional health care services, consistent with World Health
Organization (WHO) guidance on the potential and limitations
of mobile phone-based digital health interventions[33].

Taken together, these findings suggest a potential role for
mHealth interventions in supporting more informed antibiotic
use decisionsin the community. The widespread use of mobile
devices and existing online information-seeking behaviors
provide afoundation for such interventions, whiletheidentified
differences by age, education, and residency highlight the need
for flexible delivery strategies. Importantly, the study identifies
the behavioral needs, existing digital practices and user
preferencesthat should inform the devel opment and subsequent
evaluation of such interventions.

Lessons can be learned from mHealth interventions targeting
antibiotic use across both LMICsand high-income settings. For
example, studies in Nepa and Kenya have used SMS,
smartphone apps, mobile surveillance, and digital education to
address community antibiotic consumption, prescribing, and
dispensing [34,35]. Meanwhile, interventions in high-income
settings such as Singapore and New Zealand have used
smartphone-based education and antibiotic guideline
applications to improve antibiotic knowledge and prescribing
practices[36,37]. In Vietnam, asystematic review of 14 studies
involving 5660 participants aged 21 to 61 years similarly found
that mHealth apps positively influenced health behavior change
and health care service use [38].

JMed Internet Res 2026 | vol. 28 | €93373 | p. 14
(page number not for citation purposes)


http://www.w3.org/Style/XSL
http://www.renderx.com/

JOURNAL OF MEDICAL INTERNET RESEARCH

Limitations

Despite these strengths, the study has several limitations that
should be considered when interpreting the study findings. First,
the study was conducted among caregivers of children aged 5
years or younger in 2 communes (1 district town and 1 rural
commune) in a single province of Vietnam, which may limit
the generaizability of the results to a broader population.
Second, the survey relied on caregivers self-reported
experiences over the preceding 12 months. This period was
intentionally selected to capture broader patterns of mobile
technology engagement and health care information—seeking
behavior. However, the longer recall period may haveintroduced
recall and reporting bias, particularly when recalling specific
antibiotic use and health care—seeking episodes. Future studies
could combine assessment of longer-term digital engagement
with shorter recall periods or prospective follow-up to improve
the accuracy of reported antibiotic use and health care—seeking
behaviors. Third, the questionnaire was symptom-specific and
therefore lacked variables indicating the overall number of
children treated with antibiotics and the total number of
antibiotic courses used. Thislimited our ability to estimate and
compare overal antibiotic use in the study population.
Furthermore, although high antibiotic use among children was
reported, the study design did not alow us to assess whether
antibiotic usewasclinically appropriate or inappropriate. Fourth,
a notable limitation relates to the sex and roles of caregivers
included in the study. The research primarily focused on
mothers, potentially overlooking the significant influence of
other caregivers, such as fathers, parents-in-law, grandparents,
and other extended family members, who may play important
rolesin health care decision-making for childrenin Vietnamese
households. Nevertheless, our qualitative findings partly
captured these complex family dynamics and diverse
perspectives within extended families. Fifth, alimitation of the
qualitative component is that, in the absence of an independent
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observer, no repeat interviews, transcript verification, or
participant review of the findings were conducted. Future studies
could incorporate these approaches to obtain participant
feedback and strengthen the credibility of the findings. Lastly,
the study was conducted before the widespread integration of
Al-generated content into online search engines. As digital
information-seeking has evolved, these findings provide auseful
baseline for future research assessing how Al-mediated
information environments may influence caregivers digital
health literacy and antibiotic-related decision-making.

Overall, the findings suggest that antibiotic use among children
aged 5 years or younger remains common, alongside gaps in
caregivers antibiotic knowledge and substantial engagement
with mobiletechnologiesfor health information. Thesefindings
highlight the potential role of mHealth in supporting informed
antibiotic use decisions. Interpretation should be cautious given
the study’slimited geographical scope, reliance on self-reported
behaviors over a 12-month recall period, potential residual
confounding, and the possibility of chance findings from
multiple analyses. The findings may also have limited
generalizability beyond the study population. Nevertheless, they
are broadly consistent with previous evidence and provide a
useful basis for informing the design and future evaluation of
context-appropriate mHealth interventions.

Conclusion

This study provides insights into caregivers hedth
information—seeking behaviors and engagement with digital
technologies for antibiotic-related information. The findings
suggest that mHealth interventions may be a feasible and
potentially useful approach to support informed antibiotic use
and deliver caregiver-focused health information. Further
research should explore caregivers needs and preferences to
inform the design and development of acceptable and
context-appropriate mHealth interventions in Vietnam.
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