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Abstract

Background: Social media has become the most popular communication tool used by Chinese citizens, including expectant
mothers. An increasing number of women have adopted various forms of social media channels, such as interactive websites,
instant messaging, and mobile apps, to solve problems and obtain answers to queries during pregnancy. Although the use of the
internet by pregnant women has been studied extensively worldwide, limited research exists that explores the changing social
media usage habits in China, where the 1 child policy ended in 2015.

Objective: This study aimed to (1) present the status quo of pregnancy-related information seeking and sharing via social media
among Chinese expectant mothers, (2) reveal the impact of social media usage, and (3) shed light on pregnancy-related health
services delivered via social media channels.

Methods: A qualitative approach was employed to examine social media usage and its consequences on pregnant women. A
total of 20 women who had conceived and were at various stages of pregnancy were interviewed from July 20 to August 10,
2017. Thematic analysis was conducted on the collected data to identify patterns in usage.

Results: Overall, 80% (16/20) of participants were aged in their 20s (mean 28.5 years [SD 4.3]). All had used social media for
pregnancy-related purposes. For the seeking behavior, 18 codes were merged into 4 themes, namely, gravida, fetus, delivery, and
the postpartum period; whereas for sharing behaviors, 10 codes were merged into 4 themes, namely, gravida, fetus, delivery, and
caretaker. Lurking, small group sharing, bad news avoidance, and cross-checking were identified as the preferred patterns for
using social media. Overall, 95% (19/20) of participants reported a positive mental impact from using social media during their
pregnancy.

Conclusions: It is indisputable that social media has played an increasingly important role in supporting expectant mothers in
China. The specific seeking and sharing patterns identified in this study indicate that the general quality of pregnancy-related
information on social media, as well as Chinese culture toward pregnancy, is improving. The new themes that merge in
pregnancy-related social media use represent a shift toward safe pregnancy and the promotion of a more enjoyable pregnancy.
Future prenatal care should provide further information on services related to being comfortable during pregnancy and reducing
the inequality of social media–based services caused by the digital divide.
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Introduction

Social Media Engagement in Pregnancy-Related Topics
Worldwide
Pregnancy-related information is in great demand worldwide.
A qualitative study conducted in the United States implied that
pregnancy-related information, such as that relating to healthier
lifestyles, childbirth, infant care, and being a good mother, were
major unmet needs of pregnant women, where technologies for
use during pregnancy could be significantly improved [1].
Similarly, China has faced such challenges because of its
comparatively lower health literacy rates [2]. This situation has
intensified since the termination of the 1 child policy in 2015,
with the population of pregnant women being on the rise as well
as their information needs; this is especially true in the case of
older pregnant women.

The internet has been widely used as an effective tool to meet
health information needs across the world, and
pregnancy-related information is no exception [3,4]. A
systematic review on the internet usage by pregnant women
found that fetal development and nutrition during pregnancy
were highly mentioned topics [3]. In China, pregnant women
mainly evaluate the information obtained via the internet by
consulting various online sources before drawing conclusions,
and they perceive information found on the internet to be
generally reliable [5]. With the evolution of internet-based
technologies, social media has penetrated all walks of human
life as well as prenatal care [6]. Social media is defined as “a
group of Internet-based applications that build on the ideology
and technological foundations of Web 2.0” [7,8], which enables
the creation and exchange of information, allowing users to
become the content generators rather than solely the receivers
of content. Social media forms are not limited to websites but
include blogs, online forums, online discussion boards, and
various other apps or platforms. As an alternative source of
pregnancy-related information, social media has become hugely
popular as an instrument for obtaining desired health
information, sharing concerns felt during pregnancy, and
communicating with other pregnant women [9,10]. Compared
with offline methods of communication, pregnancy-related
information retrieved via social media is deemed much more
convenient, detailed, practical, customized, and unbiased [9,11].
A survey conducted in Australia showed that almost
three-quarters (73%) of expectant mothers had used
pregnancy-related apps [12]. Similarly, the United States and
European countries have evidenced the popularity of
pregnancy-based social media usage [13,14]. In addition, several
social media channels have featured father-to-be campaigns to
encourage participation by expectant fathers during pregnancy
[15].

Pregnancy-Related Engagement in China’s Social
Media Platforms
In China, research into online pregnancy-related information
retrieval is limited, with currently available research mainly

focused on statistics obtained from websites and descriptions
for specific geographic populations. Gao et al [5] explored
pregnancy-related information searches in southeastern China
and found that more highly educated women tended to assign
higher credibility to online health information. In addition, they
also noticed that a relatively low percentage of participants
would discuss the online health information they had found
with their caregiver or health professionals, in-person. A recent
systematic review of available literature found a low presence
of strong evidence for low- and middle-income countries in
terms of the impact resulting from internet usage by pregnant
women, considering their large volume of users [16,17]. In
China, the most frequently used pregnancy-related apps are
MeetYou and BabyTree. Various types of pregnancy-related
information across different stages of child birth have been
integrated into 1 software application, as along with the ability
to search for health information and engage in interactive
discussion forums and shopping.

It is recognized that pregnant women have individual health
information needs and preferred sources for identifying this
information. By accessing health information on social media,
pregnant women become better informed about their health
condition. An increasing number of studies have started to reveal
the prevalence of social media usage by pregnant women,
including their adoption, usage patterns, and impact. However,
little analysis has been conducted on the current status quo of
seeking and sharing pregnancy-related information on social
media, in the context of China. Furthermore, most recent studies
have focused on developed countries when exploring the
functionality and rationality for social media usage by pregnant
women. To fill this gap, this research extensively examined the
search strategies, sharing patterns, and their impact on expectant
mothers in China. As searching for suitable pregnancy-related
information or sharing relevant pregnancy-related information
is deemed important for expectant mothers, this study provided
insight into how pregnant women in China use social media
and its corresponding effects. By using the results of this study,
enterprises with a special interest in pregnant women can better
tailor their online services. The findings also encourage public
or authoritative medical institutes to offer more personalized
pregnancy-related information services via social media and
other communicative tools.

Methods

To achieve the aims of this study, a qualitative methodology
was adopted. Qualitative methods were chosen for their ability
to obtain firsthand data that could shed light on the culture and
context of online pregnancy-related information searches from
the study population [18]. The consolidated criteria for reporting
qualitative research checklist was adhered to when considering
the most appropriate method of study [19].

Study Design
Interviews were targeted toward expectant mothers in China
who use social media to obtain and synthesize information
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during pregnancy; this included exploring information seeking
and sharing behaviors and their consequences. The inclusion
criteria for interviewees were as follows: aged over 18 years,
married, located in China, have known about their pregnancy
for a period of at least one month, and used social media for
pregnancy-related purposes at least once in the past month. The
exclusion criteria were as follows: not residing in China, aged
under 18 years, unmarried, have known about their pregnancy
for a period of less than one month, and did not use social media
for pregnancy-related purposes at all during the past month.
Participants were selected based on a snowball sampling process.
Initially, potential participants were solicited from the pools of
acquaintances of the researchers via social media posts (eg, QQ
and WeChat), whereas new participants joined if existing
participants nominated participants that met the inclusion
criteria. This study followed common practices in China for
protecting the privacy of participants. As a recent quantitative
study [20] revealed that young, first time expectant mothers,
with a higher education level (ie, bachelor’s degree or above)
were more likely to use social media–based pregnancy apps,
we prioritized participants who were of a young age, had a
higher education degree, and were experiencing pregnancy for
the first time.

The interviews were completed by the fifth author (HRR), who
is a young lecturer in a university and mother of a 3-year-old
child. She has used social media for more than 10 years, with
extensive experience of seeking and sharing pregnancy-related
information on social media across different pregnancy cycles.
Before participation, all participants were informed of the
study’s aim, process, and the benefits and potential risks of
partaking in the research. All participants agreed to participate
in the interview process and consented to the interview data
being recorded anonymously. All interviews were conducted
face-to-face at a comfortable place for the participants, mostly
near or at their homes. The interview phase was conducted from
July 20 to August 10, 2017. Each interview lasted for at least
30 min.

Data Collection and Analysis
All interviews were conducted in Chinese. Interviews were
recorded and were transcribed later for analysis. The interview
framework included the following areas of questioning: (1)
participants’ description of their background and frequency of
using social media during pregnancy, (2) description of their
social media use, particularly on pregnancy-related information
seeking and sharing, and (3) the reported impact of social media
usage during pregnancy. Questioning began by asking the
participants’demographic information, such as age, educational
level, occupation, pregnancy cycle, and their daily use of social
media during their pregnancy. The focus then shifted to their
experience of pregnancy-related information seeking and sharing
on social media channels. In this section, our study was

interested in the types of pregnancy-related information that
were sought or shared, including their preferred social media
channels and with whom. The participants were also asked to
recall a situation when they sought or shared their
pregnancy-related information on social media. In the last
section, participants were queried about their personal reflection
on the social media use for pregnancy-related purposes. This
focused on their physical health and mental health as well as
their relationship with caretakers. Before each interview, a list
of pseudonyms was provided to the participants to select 1 and
use them for documentation to protect their identity, and the
researchers made all efforts to secure the participants’ privacy
throughout the entire study. Table 1 shows the characteristics
of the participants.

All participants were in their first marriage. Furthermore, 80%
(16/20) were aged in their 20s (mean 28.5 years [SD 4.3]), with
1 participant aged 20 years and 1 participant over 40 years. In
this study, most participants were primigravida (pregnant for
the first time; 18/20, 90%). In terms of the stage of pregnancy
cycle, many (16/20, 80%) were in their last trimester (over 28
weeks), whereas only 1 woman was in the early stage of
pregnancy. With regard to their educational background, 60%
(12/20) had obtained at least a bachelor’s degree, whereas 20%
(4/20) had achieved a high school–level education or equivalent.
Overall, 65% (13/20) of participants were employed, with their
occupation varying from primary, middle, high, or vocational
school teacher; university lecturer; support staff; assistant
researcher; bank associate; accountant; to traffic police officer.
In addition, with regard to monthly family income, 50% (10/20)
of participants earned over 10,000 Renminbi (RMB), whereas
5 (25%) participants earned less than 10,000 RMB.

For the analysis of the seeking and sharing behaviors, thematic
analysis of the transcript was conducted using recommended
procedures [21], which included (1) familiarization with the
data, (2) generation of initial codes, (3) searching for codes, (4)
reviewing themes, (5) defining and naming themes, and (6)
writing the results. An initial coding framework was developed
with randomly selected texts from 5 interviews and the codebook
was updated after each analysis. The codes were checked
rigorously to ensure their fit to the original text. The codes with
shared themes were merged and modified, if required.

After the analysis of the 19th interview transcript, new data did
not emerge from the data collection. To ensure confidence and
verification of the data saturation, the researchers followed a
recent practice [22] and conducted another interview for
confirmation. For the 20th interview, no additional codes were
generated. It was clear that the data provided a clear saturation
point and the interviews were then ceased. In total, 21 codes
and 5 themes were identified after a redundancy check and
discussion.
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Table 1. Characteristics of the participants (N=20).

Participants, n (%)Characteristics

Age (years)

1 (5)18-20

16 (80)21-30

2 (10)31-40

1 (5)>40

Education level

12 (60)Bachelor’s degree or above

3 (15)College degree

4 (20)High school or equivalent

1 (5)Unrevealed

Occupation

13 (65)Employeda

7 (35)Unemployed/housewife

Monthly family income (Renminbi)

5 (25)≤10,000

6 (30)10,001-15,000

4 (20)15,001-20,000

5 (25)Unrevealed

Childbearing history/parity

18 (90)Primipara

2 (10)Multipara

Pregnancy cycle

1 (5)First trimester (≤12 weeks)

3 (15)Second trimester (13-27 weeks)

16 (80)Last trimester (>27 weeks)

aTheir occupations were teachers (n=8), university support staff (n=1), research assistant (n=1), bank associate (n=1), accountant (n=1), and traffic
police (n=1).

Results

General Overview
All participants reported using social media for
pregnancy-related purposes, but with different intensities. When
asked about their frequency of use in the past month, 80%
(17/20) reported that they used social media almost every day
and the others reported less usage frequency, ranging from every
other day to 3 to 4 days interval. The highly mentioned instant
messaging platforms were WeChat and Weibo, whereas
pregnancy apps were BabyTree and MeetYou. With regard to
the seeking behavior, 18 codes were merged into 4 themes,

namely gravida, fetus, delivery, and postpartum period. We
identified 7 subcategories within the gravida category, 4
subcategories within the fetus category, 4 subcategories within
the delivery category, and 3 subcategories within the postpartum
period category. Table 2 presents these details. Among them,
the most frequently sought information was related to fetal
development, with 90% (18/20) of participants mentioning this
while using social media during pregnancy. Nutrition during
the postpartum period was the least mentioned, with 10% (2/20)
of participants recalling their search. In addition, pregnancy
taboo, nutrition during pregnancy, sex of fetus, and
pregnancy-related complications were highly cited.
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Table 2. Pregnancy-related information seeking categories, subcategories, and excerpted examples.

Example quotesNumber of mentions by
participants

Categories

Gravida

“I learned that I can eat shrimp but not crab via the Health Mothers.” (WeChat
public account)

15Pregnancy taboo

“I asked in the WeChat group what vitamins they were supplied.”12Nutrition during pregnancy

“I was too frightened of encountering gestational diabetes, and I could not help
but search it everywhere…”

10Pregnancy-related complications

“The schedule of pregnancy check on MeetYou was what I wanted exactly.”8Antenatal care

“Although the doctor said that intense vomiting is not a problem, I still searched
comments from others with similar conditions for comfort.”

6Pregnancy symptoms

“Sometimes I just felt bored and browsed other gravida’s posts to see if they had
anything interesting happening.”

6Amusement and sports

“I found a comfort pillow on the Little Red Book. It was worth it!”3Super-cool pregnancy-related
goods

Fetus

“…It informed me when my baby began to have a heartbeat and could hear me…I
followed the app since my pregnancy.”

18Fetal development

“The doctor did not tell me, I searched clues from other mothers’ experiences.”12Sex of fetus

“I played the music in Baby Tree.”8Antenatal training

“I looked into answers about their naming techniques.”7Baby’s name

Delivery

“I started to compare the maternity packages on the platform since my seven-
month pregnancy.”

12Preparation for delivery

“When I learnt of the term painless labor, I searched it for further details.”8Mode and process of delivery

“I am scared about delivery, and luckily found a lot who were sharing their expe-
riences on MeetYou.”

4Delivery stories

“I looked at many comments online and choose the doctor I favored.”4Hospital and doctor choices

Postpartum period

“I also compared the mother-baby care center on social media…”8Infant care

“I looked particularly for information on weight loss and muscle exercises.”5Maternal recovery and sex life

“I hardly checked the nutrition and vitamins after childbirth.”2Nutrition during postpartum period

With regard to the sharing behavior of expectant mothers, public
sharing of pregnancy-related information was hardly seen on
social media. However, some participants expressed their habit
of sharing within closed groups and engaging in private
conversations with friends or relatives on social media channels.
A total of 10 codes were identified, which emerged into 4
themes, namely, gravida, fetus, delivery, and caretaker.
Furthermore, 4 subcategories within the gravida category, 2
subcategories in fetus, delivery, and caretaker, respectively were

found. In Table 3, further details are provided. Among them,
the most shared information related to their husbands (10 out
of 20 participants), whereas the sex of fetus (2 out of 20
participants) was the least referred to topic. In addition,
announcement of pregnancies, preparation for delivery,
pregnancy symptoms, mode and process of delivery, and other
topics about their mother-in-law/mother were also highly
discussed on social media.
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Table 3. Pregnancy-related sharing categories and subcategories.

Number of mentions by participantsCategories

Gravida

9Pregnancy announcement

6Pregnancy symptoms

5Pregnancy-related complications

5Super-cool pregnancy-related goods

Fetus

3Fetus pictures

2Sex of fetus

Delivery

8Preparation for delivery

6Mode and process of delivery

Caretaker

10Husband

6Mother-in-law/mother

Preferred Seeking and Sharing Patterns

Lurking on Social Media
On the basis of our interviews, 90% (18/20) of participants
noted that they review pregnancy-related information on social
media. As one participant stated:

I had a strong prenatal reaction with continued
vomiting and dizziness, much stronger than my
mother-in-law and my mother had experienced or
expected...I wasn’t assured until I found that many
similar cases were uploaded by other expectant
mothers…I saw one recommendation of several public
accounts on social media for pregnancy-related
information, and I subscribed to some of them for
regular updates.

In addition, 95% (19/20) of participants had not actively engaged
in pregnancy-related conversations initiated by other strangers
on social media. As one participant expressed:

I do not want to talk with other pregnant women I am
not familiar with. I think pregnancy is a personal
matter and I do not want to share too much with
others I do not know. If I cannot find the health
information I need, I will quickly switch to other
channels or online conversations to look for more
precise answers.

Small Group Sharing
All participants believed that they did not need to publicly share
information about their pregnancy on social media app. They
perceived pregnancy to be a private affair, feeling reluctant to
share their news with everyone. However, many participants
said that they would use social media channels to connect with
close female friends, particularly those who are pregnant, and
they showed varying degrees of dependence on pregnancy
groups hosted on social media channels. As one participant
mentioned:

I was not a social media fan, nor did I want others
know about my pregnancy. I felt it unnecessary to
post it on social media, and I have not seen any of my
friends ever post their pregnancy news on social
media…But, I like to share it privately with my girls
via WeChat. We have a WeChat group with some
pregnant women. We talk about everything during
our pregnancy, every day. Sometimes, we Tucao
(uncover some foolish story) about our husbands. I
felt much relief chatting with them.

Bad News Avoidance
Notably, although participants acknowledged the importance
of obtaining health information via pregnancy apps, half (10/20,
50%) of the participants also tried to avoid bad news posted by
others. For example, one participant revealed that:

This is my first pregnancy and I am very worried
about my medical reports, as my doctor said that two
core factors are relatively lower, considering my
situation. The doctor instructed me to take pills every
day during pregnancy, as my diagnosis was
preabortion. I was so scared regardless of my
doctor’s explanation. Then, I went on to the Meetyou
application and joined a chat group that featured my
core indictors. Some of the conversations really
horrified me. Meanwhile, when I compared my
situation with theirs, I felt lucky. One said that this
can never be a small thing, and her last child abortion
was a lesson.

This feeling was confirmed by another participant who stated
that extreme cases were frequently discussed on social media
channels; however, most pregnant women do not possess serious
conditions. She also added that usually women over the age of
35 years had more serious concerns, as well as those who had
previously experienced child abortion.
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Cross-Checking of References
All participants applied similar search strategies, often searching
for the same pregnancy-related information multiple times to
obtain a comprehensive understanding of the problem
encountered. For example, if an answer received more likes or
follows, it could be deemed more convincible. In addition, if
the online description of the problem coincided with their real
experiences, many participants tended to believe them. If many
sources presented similar results, they were likely to be right.
One participant stated:

When I searched my symptoms online, I compared
the results on different sources. With social media, I
can easily see the number of followers, comments, as
well as the identity of the providers. For example, I
visited Zhihu, a knowledge exchange social
networking website, to find out the reason why I
became very itchy after several months of my
pregnancy. I looked at one conversation on this topic
and saw a lot of answers. I can easily identify the
reliable ones by comparing the number of Zan
(followers). On Zhihu, some people claimed that they
were experienced doctors of Obstetrics and
Gynecology. I valued their information very much.

Impact of Social Media Use
In general, participants were satisfied with pregnancy-related
information found via social media channels and reported a
positive impact. All participants agreed that the health
information they had found via online channels had greatly
empowered them to make more informed decisions during
pregnancy. Overall, 95% (19/20) of participants were moderately
or very satisfied with the current pregnancy-related provision.
For firsthand knowledge on pregnancy-related topics offered
via social media, participants were much appreciative:

My mother used to tell me about her experience.
However, I found that was not practical for
me…Thanks to social media, I can connect with my
friends who have experienced childbirth. Also, with
the range in applications, I can know almost
everything going on in my body during the whole
pregnancy period.

In addition, 95% (19/20) of participants reported a positive
impact from using social media during their pregnancy. Only
1 participant stated that no impact had occurred during
pregnancy; however, all primipara participants expressed that
health information found via social media was of great value
for them and made their first pregnancy a smooth experience.
Furthermore, they also believed that social media had created
a communicative platform for allowing them to chat with other
pregnant women and get timely support. This contributes to the
reduction of anxiety and loneliness during pregnancy. As one
participant said:

Social media not only helps me with finding
pregnancy-related information, but it also makes me
more confident about my pregnancy and puts me in
a good mood…If I get bored, I can read funny stories

or play small virtual games embedded on the MeetYou
application, to kill time.

Discussion

Principal Findings
This study aimed to understand the social media usage of
pregnant women in China, including its adoption, manifestation,
and its impact. Similar to studies conducted in developed
countries [12,23], this study, focused on China, the largest
developing country, has also employed a qualitative approach
to reveal the status quo of social media use for pregnancy-related
purposes.

First, the frequency of using social media and the topics
concerned are distinct between seeking and sharing behaviors
among Chinese expectant mothers. This study revealed that
seeking happened more frequently than sharing on social media.
This may attribute to the ease of the 2 behaviors. For seeking
behavior, it does not involve new knowledge or information
creation. In the case of seeking pregnancy-related information,
the process of information retrieval could be achieved in
minutes. However, in the case of sharing, it creates new
information, takes time before sharing, and has almost
immediate consequences. Sharing pregnancy-related information
requires efforts in organizing language as well as concerns for
safety and privacy. The high utilization of social media for
pregnancy-related information seeking means that pregnant
women in general have insufficient knowledge about their
pregnancy and have a general anxiety; this is especially the case
for first-time expectant mothers. The increasing division
between provision and demand of pregnancy-related information
may contribute to the frequent use of social media. From the
perspective of provision, this implies that there is a failure in
health education for pregnant women during the new baby–born
peak, when China abandoned the 1 child policy. It is worthwhile
for hospitals or other medical institutions to utilize various
means to engage with expectant mothers who are seeking
health-related knowledge, for example, providing the latest
pregnancy-related information on popular social media channels,
including Weibo, WeChat, and short-video platforms, to reach
a large audience of expectant mothers.

With regard to the topics, seeking behavior focused on the
expectant mother and fetus, whereas the postpartum period was
less concerning, which coincides mostly with previous studies
on Chinese pregnant women seeking health-related information
[5]. In addition, several new seeking intentions appeared, such
as amusement, sex of fetus, and super-cool pregnancy-related
goods. This variation may imply a change in perception of
pregnancy, calling for more enjoyable pregnancy experiences
rather than merely safe pregnancy. As for information sharing,
the most mentioned topics were related to husband and
pregnancy announcement. This is different from the sharing
habits of pregnant women in the United States, where
information about husbands is not on their sharing list [23].
With regard to sharing information specifically about their
husbands, the most highly mentioned topic related to foolery
or funny things happening during the caretaking process by the
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husband. This sharing could be interpreted as fun or anxiety
relieving to gain peace of mind [24].

Second, pregnant women are silent on public social media
channels in general but do actively engage in small online
groups. Traditionally, pregnancy in Chinese culture is a personal
affair and one which is shared only in closed groups. This may
attribute to the general notion that pregnancy is a vulnerable
state in Chinese culture [25]. In particular, pregnancy is regarded
as high-risk within the first 3 months; thus, Chinese pregnant
women often do not share their news openly on social media
during this early stage, rather they prefer to announce their
pregnancy only to close relatives and friends after their condition
has become stable. Usually, the husband is the first to learn of
the pregnancy, then other family members or close friends are
informed. A comparative study between Australian and Chinese
pregnant women showed a significant cultural difference in
terms of beliefs, attitudes, barriers, and intentions toward
exercise during pregnancy [26]. When considering pregnancy
taboos that are deeply rooted in Chinese culture, expectant
mothers in China are generally much more careful than those
in Western countries [14], which leads to their lack of
engagement on social media.

Previous anthropology studies have demonstrated that the
sharing nature of women has been passed on through generations
and historical experiences, such as childbirth, child rearing, and
feeding the family and guests [27,28]. For pregnant women,
their ability to share or engage in conversation is evident on
social media, but in a much more private manner. This may be
because of the hierarchy of trust as indicated by Fei et al [29],
where closer relationships deserve more trust. Compared with
random conversations with pregnant women they are not
familiar with, Chinese expectant mothers prefer to share their
concerns, talk about their experiences, and offer instant help
within their social circle of close family members or friends
who share childbearing experiences. In addition, certain
pregnancy-related inquiries could be deemed intimate, such as
questions relating to sexual activity during pregnancy. A
possible strategy for social media–based prenatal care would
be to encourage participation for sharing information by
initiating public conversation and inviting opinions from leaders,
for example, health professionals in renowned hospitals or
people with influences in the online community. Increased
participation in return brings more users and, thus, increases
the market.

Third, avoiding bad news and cross-checking reference were
involuntary seeking habits among Chinese pregnant women.
Pregnant women have a tendency to avoid bad news presented
by others online and refuse to read the details on subjects such
as miscarriage or stillbirth. Two explanations for this
phenomenon are fear and sensitivity. The physical changes
experienced by women during pregnancy lead them to a
heightened awareness of their surrounding environment. If a
negative story is found, pregnant women could easily relate this
to their own situation and put themselves in the mind of the
storyteller; for example, a topic on nausea and vomiting during
pregnancy posted on social media. The online comments could
be varied relating to the etiology and corresponding treatment
[30], which may involve extreme cases and bad outcomes. A

review of them is likely to cause discomfort and fear. This is
consistent with previous studies that have explored negative
stories surrounding childbirth, pregnancy, or baby care, which
could result in stress, effects on everyday life, and avoidance
of childbirth or pregnancy altogether [31]. Despite the internal
feelings experienced when reading such stories, negative
outcomes could also be related to interpersonal or service-related
problems such as tension in the patient-clinician relationship
or postponing a clinical encounter [32]. Risk aversion is in the
nature of human beings and this also applies to pregnant women.
However, there is no guarantee to keep pregnant women from
experiencing any negative outcomes as the information found
on social media is hard to avoid. Health professionals or
supporters of social media usage during pregnancy could help
expectant mothers establish scientific mindsets to reduce the
negative outcomes from social media usage; for example,
expectant mothers could share and discuss with their physicians.

Our study also showed that the evaluation of health information
by pregnant women followed similar principles: searching, but
never fully sourcing it from one place. This may be because of
the chaotic nature of pregnancy-related information provided
online, where no specific standards are currently implemented.
As not all pregnancy-related information on social media is
deemed helpful, pregnant women must be cautious in applying
the knowledge they retrieve in their daily lives. With constant
criticism from media about false or fake information from social
media channels, pregnant women in China are quite aware of
the side effects of social media. As pregnancy in Chinese culture
is a critical family business rather than a personal experience,
pregnancy attracts great attention either from the expectant
mother or from her family [33]. There is no doubt that a small
problem experienced during pregnancy could be amplified,
requiring careful checking for consistency in information
obtained from social media using an offline approach such as
seeking health professionals’ advice. Indeed, through decades
of efforts in national prenatal care, the general health literacy
level among pregnant women has increased significantly [34],
which also makes pregnant women more confident in using
online pregnancy-related information.

Finally, although reported impacts were positive, the digital
divide of providing pregnancy-related information deserves
practical attention. Although almost all participants in this study
claimed a positive result in using social media during pregnancy,
it cannot be assumed as a generalized conclusion that social
media provides benefits for all pregnant women on all occasions
in China. Many pregnant women with a lower level of education,
poor health literacy, and unemployment do not use social media
for pregnancy-related purposes. As this group of pregnant
women align to the profile of expectant mothers living in rural
areas of China, with access to limited medical resources and a
neighborhood with all known acquaintances, they do not feel
the need or desire to use social media for pregnancy-related
purposes as often their relatives and friends, who have
experienced childbirth, live close by and can share their
experiences on a personal level. Some, in fact, may go to a
hospital for the purpose of delivery only. In our study, the
participants were mostly highly educated, comparatively
affluent, representing the largest group of users among all
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pregnant women in China. The positive outcomes experienced
from social media is likely to be connected with their
comparable advantages in internet expertise and health
information literacy [35]; this may lead to a digital divide in
the quality of health care provision among pregnant women
with different socioeconomic statuses. To maximize the benefit
of social media for expectant mothers, it is worth employing
marketing strategies that target pregnant women with lower
literacy or lower incomes and exploring further social
media–enabled online consultation methods designed
specifically for these users [11].

Conclusions
This study investigated the current adoption and behavioral
habits of using social media by Chinese expectant mothers when
seeking and sharing pregnancy-related information. We
interviewed 20 pregnant women, applying thematic analysis to
summarize the major themes regarding how pregnant women
use social media and the perceived impact of its use. Generally,
pregnancy-related information seeking behaviors are more
frequent than sharing behaviors. The top pregnancy-related
information seeking and sharing topics were related to fetal
development and about the expectant father during pregnancy.
In terms of specific patterns, lurking, small group sharing, bad
news avoidance, and cross-checking of references were
identified. Most expectant mothers reported positive outcomes
from social media usage for pregnancy-related purposes.

Our study had some limitations. First, all participants were
healthy without any complications accompanied with their
pregnancy [36], such as being overweight or having
hypertension or type 2 diabetes. For pregnant women with
complications, their condition may be major, making them more
likely to be unsatisfied about the medical consultation received,
which may lead to a different pattern of social media usage and
impact. A focus on pregnant women with specific conditions
and various severities may desire future exploration [37].
Second, this study concerns pregnant women in China
exclusively and did not distinguish between women whose
medical resources are constrained and those with abundant
medical resources. Further research could explore those with
medical resource deficiency and compare pregnant women in
such areas with those having affluent resources. Finally, this
research may have overlooked the other online seeking habits
and sharing behaviors of pregnant women, which could be of
critical importance; for example, their sentiments with their
husbands, mothers-in-law, and other caretakers [1,15].

There is no doubt that by using social media, Chinese expectant
mothers are extensively empowered to realize and seek better
prenatal care. Thus, social media not only serves to provide
health knowledge for pregnancy safety but also guides pregnant
women during their journey to motherhood, being wary of their
own situation and becoming more joyful during their pregnancy
[24].

Acknowledgments
This work was partially supported by the Fundamental Research Funds for the Central Universities (HUST number:
2018KFYYXJJ062).

Conflicts of Interest
None declared.

References

1. Robinson J, Anders S, Novak L, Simpson C, Holroyd L, Bennett K, et al. Consumer health-related needs of pregnant women
and their caregivers. JAMIA Open 2018 Jul;1(1):57-66 [FREE Full text] [doi: 10.1093/jamiaopen/ooy018] [Medline:
30474071]

2. Institute of Medicine, Board on Population Health and Public Health Practice, Roundtable on Health Literacy. In: Hernandez
LM, editor. Health Literacy: Improving Health, Health Systems, and Health Policy Around the World: Workshop Summary.
Washington, DC: National Academies Press; 2013.

3. Sayakhot P, Carolan-Olah M. Internet use by pregnant women seeking pregnancy-related information: a systematic review.
BMC Pregnancy Childbirth 2016 Mar 28;16:65 [FREE Full text] [doi: 10.1186/s12884-016-0856-5] [Medline: 27021727]

4. Sinclair M, Lagan B, Dolk H, McCullough JEM. An assessment of pregnant women's knowledge and use of the Internet
for medication safety information and purchase. J Adv Nurs 2018 Jan;74(1):137-147. [doi: 10.1111/jan.13387] [Medline:
28880394]

5. Gao L, Larsson M, Luo S. Internet use by Chinese women seeking pregnancy-related information. Midwifery 2013
Jul;29(7):730-735. [doi: 10.1016/j.midw.2012.07.003] [Medline: 22958935]

6. Zhang W, Deng Z, Evans R, Xiang F, Ye Q, Zeng R. Social media landscape of the tertiary referral hospitals in China:
observational descriptive study. J Med Internet Res 2018 Aug 9;20(8):e249 [FREE Full text] [doi: 10.2196/jmir.9607]
[Medline: 30093370]

7. Kaplan AM, Haenlein M. Users of the world, unite! The challenges and opportunities of social media. Bus Horiz
2010;53(1):59-68. [doi: 10.1016/j.bushor.2009.09.003]

8. Chen Q, Xu X, Cao B, Zhang W. Social media policies as responses for social media affordances: the case of China. Gov
Inf Q 2016;33(2):313-324. [doi: 10.1016/j.giq.2016.04.008]

9. Lupton D. The use and value of digital media for information about pregnancy and early motherhood: a focus group study.
BMC Pregnancy Childbirth 2016 Jul 19;16(1):171 [FREE Full text] [doi: 10.1186/s12884-016-0971-3] [Medline: 27435182]

J Med Internet Res 2019 | vol. 21 | iss. 12 | e13694 | p. 9https://www.jmir.org/2019/12/e13694
(page number not for citation purposes)

Zhu et alJOURNAL OF MEDICAL INTERNET RESEARCH

XSL•FO
RenderX

http://europepmc.org/abstract/MED/30474071
http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/jamiaopen/ooy018
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&list_uids=30474071&dopt=Abstract
https://bmcpregnancychildbirth.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12884-016-0856-5
http://dx.doi.org/10.1186/s12884-016-0856-5
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&list_uids=27021727&dopt=Abstract
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/jan.13387
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&list_uids=28880394&dopt=Abstract
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.midw.2012.07.003
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&list_uids=22958935&dopt=Abstract
https://www.jmir.org/2018/8/e249/
http://dx.doi.org/10.2196/jmir.9607
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&list_uids=30093370&dopt=Abstract
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.bushor.2009.09.003
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.giq.2016.04.008
https://bmcpregnancychildbirth.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12884-016-0971-3
http://dx.doi.org/10.1186/s12884-016-0971-3
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&list_uids=27435182&dopt=Abstract
http://www.w3.org/Style/XSL
http://www.renderx.com/


10. Johnson S. 'Maternal devices', social media and the self-management of pregnancy, mothering and child health. Soc
2014;4(2):330-350. [doi: 10.3390/soc4020330]

11. Pichandy JR, Jayaseelan R, Pichandy C, Rushandramani D. Usage of smartphone apps by women on their maternal life. J
Mass Commun Journalism 2015;5(7):1-6. [doi: 10.4172/2165-7912.1000267]

12. Lupton D, Pedersen S. An Australian survey of women's use of pregnancy and parenting apps. Women Birth 2016
Aug;29(4):368-375. [doi: 10.1016/j.wombi.2016.01.008] [Medline: 26874938]

13. O'Higgins A, Murphy O, Egan A, Mullaney L, Sheehan S, Turner M. The use of digital media by women using the maternity
services in a developed country. Ir Med J 2014;107(10):313-315. [Medline: 25556255]

14. Tiidenberg K, Baym NK. Learn it, buy it, work it: intensive pregnancy on Instagram. Soc Media Soc
2017;3(1):205630511668510. [doi: 10.1177/2056305116685108]

15. Thomas GM, Lupton D, Pedersen S. ‘The appy for a happy pappy’: expectant fatherhood and pregnancy apps. J Gend Stud
2017;27(7):759-770. [doi: 10.1080/09589236.2017.1301813]

16. Lee S, Nurmatov U, Nwaru B, Mukherjee M, Grant L, Pagliari C. Effectiveness of mHealth interventions for maternal,
newborn and child health in low- and middle-income countries: systematic review and meta-analysis. J Glob Health 2016
Jun;6(1):010401 [FREE Full text] [doi: 10.7189/jogh.06.010401] [Medline: 26649177]

17. van den Heuvel JF, Groenhof TK, Veerbeek JH, van Solinge WW, Lely AT, Franx A, et al. eHealth as the next-generation
perinatal care: an overview of the literature. J Med Internet Res 2018 Jun 5;20(6):e202 [FREE Full text] [doi:
10.2196/jmir.9262] [Medline: 29871855]

18. Mack N, Woodsong C, Macqueen K, Guest G, Namey E. Qualitative research methods: a data collector's field guide. North
Carolina: Family Health International; 2005.

19. Tong A, Sainsbury P, Craig J. Consolidated criteria for reporting qualitative research (COREQ): a 32-item checklist for
interviews and focus groups. Int J Qual Health Care 2007 Dec;19(6):349-357. [doi: 10.1093/intqhc/mzm042] [Medline:
17872937]

20. Yanling C, Huan C, Puhong Z, Wenyi N. Study on the usage of applications for maternal and childcare and its influencing
factors among pregnant women. Chinese Health Education 2018;34(06):509-514.

21. Braun V, Clarke V. Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qual Res Psychol 2006;3(2):77-101. [doi:
10.1191/1478088706qp063oa]

22. Majid MA, Othman M, Mohamad SF, Halim Lim SA. Achieving data saturation: evidence from a qualitative study of job
satisfaction. Soc Manag Res J 2018;15(2):66. [doi: 10.24191/smrj.v15i2.4972]

23. Harpel T. Pregnant women sharing pregnancy-related information on Facebook: web-based survey study. J Med Internet
Res 2018 Mar 22;20(3):e115 [FREE Full text] [doi: 10.2196/jmir.7753] [Medline: 29567636]

24. Lupton D. ‘It Just Gives Me a Bit of Peace of Mind’: Australian women’s use of digital media for pregnancy and early
motherhood. Soc 2017;7(3):25. [doi: 10.3390/soc7030025]

25. Lee DT, Ngai IS, Ng MM, Lok IH, Yip AS, Chung TK. Antenatal taboos among Chinese women in Hong Kong. Midwifery
2009 Apr;25(2):104-113. [doi: 10.1016/j.midw.2007.01.008] [Medline: 17408821]

26. Guelfi KJ, Wang C, Dimmock JA, Jackson B, Newnham JP, Yang H. A comparison of beliefs about exercise during
pregnancy between Chinese and Australian pregnant women. BMC Pregnancy Childbirth 2015 Dec 22;15:345 [FREE Full
text] [doi: 10.1186/s12884-015-0734-6] [Medline: 26693690]

27. Belk R. Sharing: Table 1. J Consum Res 2010 Feb;36(5):715-734. [doi: 10.1086/612649]
28. John NA. The social logics of sharing. Commun Rev 2013;16(3):113-131. [doi: 10.1080/10714421.2013.807119]
29. Fei H, Fei X, Hamilton GG, Zheng W. From the Soil: the foundations of Chinese society. California: University Of California

Press; 1992.
30. Agren A, Berg M. Tactile massage and severe nausea and vomiting during pregnancy--women's experiences. Scand J Caring

Sci 2006 Jun;20(2):169-176. [doi: 10.1111/j.1471-6712.2006.00394.x] [Medline: 16756522]
31. Melender HL. Experiences of fears associated with pregnancy and childbirth: a study of 329 pregnant women. Birth 2002

Jun;29(2):101-111. [doi: 10.1046/j.1523-536x.2002.00170.x] [Medline: 12051188]
32. El Sherif R, Pluye P, Thoër C, Rodriguez C. Reducing negative outcomes of online consumer health information: qualitative

interpretive study with clinicians, librarians, and consumers. J Med Internet Res 2018 May 4;20(5):e169 [FREE Full text]
[doi: 10.2196/jmir.9326] [Medline: 29728350]

33. Zhang W, Deng Z, Hong Z, Evans R, Ma J, Zhang H. Unhappy patients are not alike: content analysis of the negative
comments from China's good doctor website. J Med Internet Res 2018 Jan 25;20(1):e35 [FREE Full text] [doi:
10.2196/jmir.8223] [Medline: 29371176]

34. Liang J, Li X, Kang C, Wang Y, Kulikoff XR, Coates MM, et al. Maternal mortality ratios in 2852 Chinese counties,
1996-2015, and achievement of Millennium Development Goal 5 in China: a subnational analysis of the Global Burden of
Disease Study 2016. Lancet 2019 Jan 19;393(10168):241-252 [FREE Full text] [doi: 10.1016/S0140-6736(18)31712-4]
[Medline: 30554785]

35. Daly LM, Horey D, Middleton PF, Boyle FM, Flenady V. The effect of mobile app interventions on influencing healthy
maternal behavior and improving perinatal health outcomes: systematic review. JMIR Mhealth Uhealth 2018 Aug
9;6(8):e10012 [FREE Full text] [doi: 10.2196/10012] [Medline: 30093368]

J Med Internet Res 2019 | vol. 21 | iss. 12 | e13694 | p. 10https://www.jmir.org/2019/12/e13694
(page number not for citation purposes)

Zhu et alJOURNAL OF MEDICAL INTERNET RESEARCH

XSL•FO
RenderX

http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/soc4020330
http://dx.doi.org/10.4172/2165-7912.1000267
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.wombi.2016.01.008
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&list_uids=26874938&dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&list_uids=25556255&dopt=Abstract
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/2056305116685108
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/09589236.2017.1301813
https://doi.org/10.7189/jogh.06.010401
http://dx.doi.org/10.7189/jogh.06.010401
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&list_uids=26649177&dopt=Abstract
https://www.jmir.org/2018/6/e202/
http://dx.doi.org/10.2196/jmir.9262
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&list_uids=29871855&dopt=Abstract
http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/intqhc/mzm042
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&list_uids=17872937&dopt=Abstract
http://dx.doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa
http://dx.doi.org/10.24191/smrj.v15i2.4972
https://www.jmir.org/2018/3/e115/
http://dx.doi.org/10.2196/jmir.7753
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&list_uids=29567636&dopt=Abstract
http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/soc7030025
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.midw.2007.01.008
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&list_uids=17408821&dopt=Abstract
https://bmcpregnancychildbirth.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12884-015-0734-6
https://bmcpregnancychildbirth.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12884-015-0734-6
http://dx.doi.org/10.1186/s12884-015-0734-6
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&list_uids=26693690&dopt=Abstract
http://dx.doi.org/10.1086/612649
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/10714421.2013.807119
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1471-6712.2006.00394.x
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&list_uids=16756522&dopt=Abstract
http://dx.doi.org/10.1046/j.1523-536x.2002.00170.x
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&list_uids=12051188&dopt=Abstract
https://www.jmir.org/2018/5/e169/
http://dx.doi.org/10.2196/jmir.9326
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&list_uids=29728350&dopt=Abstract
https://www.jmir.org/2018/1/e35/
http://dx.doi.org/10.2196/jmir.8223
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&list_uids=29371176&dopt=Abstract
https://linkinghub.elsevier.com/retrieve/pii/S0140-6736(18)31712-4
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(18)31712-4
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&list_uids=30554785&dopt=Abstract
https://mhealth.jmir.org/2018/8/e10012/
http://dx.doi.org/10.2196/10012
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&list_uids=30093368&dopt=Abstract
http://www.w3.org/Style/XSL
http://www.renderx.com/


36. Adolfsson A, Jansson. Prototype for internet support of pregnant women and mothers with type 1 diabetes: focus group
testing. Psychol Res Behav Manag 2012;5:97-103 [FREE Full text] [doi: 10.2147/PRBM.S32799] [Medline: 22915948]

37. Logsdon MC, Bennett G, Crutzen R, Martin L, Eckert D, Robertson A, et al. Preferred health resources and use of social
media to obtain health and depression information by adolescent mothers. J Child Adolesc Psychiatr Nurs 2014
Nov;27(4):163-168. [doi: 10.1111/jcap.12083] [Medline: 25100157]

Abbreviations
RMB: Renminbi

Edited by G Eysenbach; submitted 13.02.19; peer-reviewed by M Bogren, C Liang; comments to author 30.08.19; revised version
received 26.09.19; accepted 22.10.19; published 04.12.19

Please cite as:
Zhu C, Zeng R, Zhang W, Evans R, He R
Pregnancy-Related Information Seeking and Sharing in the Social Media Era Among Expectant Mothers: Qualitative Study
J Med Internet Res 2019;21(12):e13694
URL: https://www.jmir.org/2019/12/e13694
doi: 10.2196/13694
PMID: 31799939

©Chengyan Zhu, Runxi Zeng, Wei Zhang, Richard Evans, Rongrong He. Originally published in the Journal of Medical Internet
Research (http://www.jmir.org), 04.12.2019. This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons
Attribution License (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction
in any medium, provided the original work, first published in the Journal of Medical Internet Research, is properly cited. The
complete bibliographic information, a link to the original publication on http://www.jmir.org/, as well as this copyright and license
information must be included.

J Med Internet Res 2019 | vol. 21 | iss. 12 | e13694 | p. 11https://www.jmir.org/2019/12/e13694
(page number not for citation purposes)

Zhu et alJOURNAL OF MEDICAL INTERNET RESEARCH

XSL•FO
RenderX

https://dx.doi.org/10.2147/PRBM.S32799
http://dx.doi.org/10.2147/PRBM.S32799
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&list_uids=22915948&dopt=Abstract
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/jcap.12083
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&list_uids=25100157&dopt=Abstract
https://www.jmir.org/2019/12/e13694
http://dx.doi.org/10.2196/13694
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&list_uids=31799939&dopt=Abstract
http://www.w3.org/Style/XSL
http://www.renderx.com/

