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China, with the world’s largest elderly population, faces
rapid aging and widespread chronic health conditions,
affecting over 78% of its senior citizens. The digital divide
limits middle-aged and older adults from accessing online
health information, making adult children’s proxy health
information-seeking a crucial intervention. However,
research on this behavior is scarce. This study extends the
Comprehensive Model of Information Seeking (CMIS) to
investigate the mechanisms behind proxy health
information-seeking behaviors among 490 adult children in
China through an online survey. The results reveal that
belief, Internet self-efficacy, and channel characteristics
positively influence channel utility, while salience does not.
Channel characteristics and utility significantly predict
proxy information-seeking behaviors, with channel utility
mediating the relationships between belief, Internet self-
efficacy, and channel characteristics. These findings offer
valuable insights for Chinese policymakers and health
educators in designing and disseminating health
information effectively, encouraging adult children to
support their aging parents.

1. Introduction

Due to the efficiency and low cost of the Internet, a growing number of individuals in China,
particularly young adults, turn to online platforms to seek health information. Information
seeking is defined as the intentional acquisition of information from specific sources (Johnson et
al., 1995). An increasing body of research highlights that online health information seeking
significantly influences individuals’ health management and lifestyles. Positive outcomes include
engagement in cancer prevention (Ainiwaer et al., 2021; He & Li, 2021), disease treatment
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(Davison & Breckon, 2012; Deng & Liu, 2017), adherence to medical advice (Beverly & Wray,
2010; Lim et al., 2022; Samal et al., 2011), healthier eating habits (Liu et al., 2023), and
increased vaccination uptake (Kim & Jung, 2017; Zhuang & Cobb, 2022). Notably, nearly half
of all online health information-seeking activities are carried out on behalf of others rather than
for addressing personal health concerns (Reifegerste et al., 2017). This phenomenon, known as
proxy information seeking, involves acquiring information for others, such as children, parents,
grandparents, friends, neighbors, or other relatives or non-relatives (Kubb & Foran, 2020).

Health information is crucial for helping older adults maintain their physical and mental
well-being, as well as enhancing self-education on personal care and disease prevention (Chang
& Im, 2014). China, which has the largest elderly population in the world and the fastest aging
rate, is projected to have 310 million people aged 60 and above by the end of 2024, making up
22.0% of its total population (National Bureau of Statistics of China, 2025). Additionally, more
than 78% of older adults in China are living with at least one chronic disease (Su, 2023). Older
adults use the Internet to learn about disease diagnoses, treatment options, health management
strategies—including exercise, diet, and mental health—and to seek medical advice (Zhang et
al., 2019). However, many face challenges due to limited Internet skills, making it difficult to
locate, understand, and utilize health information online (Zhang & Liu, 2023). The proxy health
information-seeking behavior of adult children offers a promising solution to bridging this digital
divide. As frequent Internet users with high health literacy and digital proficiency, adult children
are well-equipped to locate and utilize health information. Research suggests that proxy
behaviors not only influence the information-seeking process but also affect how health
information shapes surrogates’ health behaviors and decisions (Bao et al., 2017).

In China, cultural values rooted in Confucian traditions, such as filial piety, loyalty, and
benevolence, strongly emphasize children’s responsibilities toward their parents, reinforced by
extended family structures (Qi, 2016). For adult children, seeking health information for aged
parents represents caregiving behavior rooted in family obligations and Confucian cultural
norms (Dutta et al., 2018). A systematic review suggests that proxy information seeking
enhances the proxy seeker’s medical knowledge, improves health management, alleviates anxiety,
and fosters healthier behaviors (Zhang & Liu, 2023). Nevertheless, most research on proxy
information seeking focuses on marginalized populations or patients with severe health
conditions. While older adults constitute a substantial group requiring such support (Song et
al., 2019), studies more often focus on other patterns, such as parents seeking information for
children (Jung et al., 2013; Kilicarslan-Toruner & Akgun-Citak, 2013; Thomson et al., 2012),
informal caregivers for children and adolescents (Park et al., 2016), husbands for pregnant wives
(Ageng, 2023), and caregivers for patients (AlSaadi, 2012; Oh, 2015; Skranes et al., 2014).
Reifegerste et al. (2020) emphasize that the relational tie between seekers and recipients is a key
factor shaping proxy information behaviors, suggesting that antecedents may vary across
caregiving contexts. In this sense, the antecedents vary across different proxy information-
seeking patterns. Thus, insights from prior work may not readily translate to adult children
supporting elderly parents.

Given the cultural salience and growing importance of this behavior in aging societies, a
more systematic approach is needed to explain why and how adult children in China engage in
proxy health information seeking. The Comprehensive Model of Information Seeking (CMIS;
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Johnson & Meischke, 1993) provides a useful lens, positing that salience and belief influence
information-seeking behavior through perceptions of channel characteristics and utility.
Although originally designed to account for individuals seeking information for themselves,
CMIS has been increasingly extended to proxy contexts (Ma & Chen, 2023; Oh, 2015;
Reifegerste et al., 2020). Yet, applying the model to adult children’s behaviors in China reveals
several shortcomings: existing studies largely emphasize self-seekers rather than
intergenerational caregiving, focus on disease-specific information instead of general health
topics, and often investigate intentions rather than actual practices (Lu et al., 2021).

Against this backdrop, this study applies the CMIS to identify the determinants influencing
adult children’s proxy health-information seeking behaviors and to expand the model’s
explanatory power in this context. Collectively, it advances understanding of proxy information
seeking, addresses critical gaps in the literature, and offers insights for strengthening family-
based health management in rapidly aging societies.

2. Hypotheses Development

Salience and Channel Utility

In this study, salience is defined as an individual’s perception of the threat posed by their
parents’ illness (Johnson et al., 1995). Empirical research demonstrates that salience is a key
factor influencing an individual’s perceived channel utility (Lee & Kim, 2015; Liu et al., 2024).
For example, a study found that mothers who perceive infectious diseases as highly serious are
more likely to consider certain sources (e.g., pocket book and Internet) useful and beneficial
(Lee & Kim, 2015). In this study’s context, adult children who perceive their parents as
vulnerable to age-related illnesses may recognize greater potential benefits from the Internet.
Therefore, we hypothesize:

H1: Salience is positively associated with channel utility.
Belief, Internet Self-Efficacy and Channel Utility

In CMIS literature, belief refers to an individual’s confidence in their ability to adopt
healthy behaviors (Chang et al., 2024), their perceived ability to seek health information (Oh,
2015; Selsky et al., 2013), or judgments about the effectiveness of health behaviors and
confidence in seeking health information (Kim et al., 2017; Sun & Jiang, 2021; Xiao et al., 2020).
The mixed findings in prior studies can be attributed to the different conceptualizations and
operationalizations of belief. Follow the third definition of belief, this study reduces ambiguity
by dividing the composite variable into two distinct constructs: belief and Internet self-efficacy.

In the proxy-seeking context, belief is conceptualized as adult children’s perceptions of
whether their parents’ age-related illnesses can be prevented or reduced through appropriate
health behaviors. When individuals perceive health outcomes as controllable through proper
actions, they are more likely to perceive the usefulness of informational channels (Jin, 2023; Van
Stee & Yang, 2018). In proxy-seeking context, adult children with strong health beliefs may
transfer such efficacy expectations to the digital environment, perceiving the Internet as a
reliable and empowering space that enables them to support their parents’ well-being (Zhang &
Liu, 2023). This belief-driven attribution enhances the perceived utility of online channels, as
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the Internet is viewed not merely as a source of data but also as a means of fulfilling filial and
preventive health responsibilities. Conversely, when belief in disease prevention is weak,
individuals may downplay the relevance of online resources, thereby diminishing their perceived
utility.

Internet self-efficacy is the level of trust an individual has in their skills to effectively use
the Internet for finding and evaluating health-related information (Cao et al., 2016). For example,
research has shown that Peruvian women with greater confidence in obtaining advice or
information about reproductive health are more likely to perceive the Internet as a useful
channel for such information (Garcia Cosavalente, 2022). In the context of proxy information
seeking, proxy seekers with a high belief in finding information have a high opinion of the
effectiveness of the Internet in managing their parents' health (Reifegerste et al., 2020). Hence,
we hypothesize that adult children who are confident in their ability to search for health
information, and who hold strong beliefs in the effectiveness of preventive behaviors, are more
inclined to perceive the Internet as a useful health information channel for supporting their
parents. Based on this reasoning, we propose the following hypotheses:

H2: Belief is positively associated with channel utility.
H3: Internet self-efficacy is positively associated with channel utility.

Channel characteristics, Channel utility and proxy health information-seeking
behavior

Information carrier factors are core components of the CMIS framework and include
characteristics and utility. Channel characteristics reflect adult children’s perceptions of the
Internet as a health information platform, specifically its perceived quality, clarity, and
trustworthiness (Huang et al., 2024). Channel utility refers to individuals’ evaluations of the
usefulness of an information carrier rather than the utility of specific information content (Chang
et al., 2024). Proxy health information-seeking behavior refers to adult children actively
searching for and gathering health-related information from online sources for the benefit of
their parents (Ma & Chen, 2023).

A large body of CMIS studies revealed that perception of channel characteristics and utility
strongly predict online health information-seeking behavior (Liu et al., 2024). Likewise, several
studies have identified a positive association between information carrier factors and proxy
health information-seeking behaviors. Specifically, adult children’s evaluations of the credibility,
clarity, and reliability of Internet platforms affect their likelihood of seeking age-related health
information on behalf of their parents (Ma & Chen, 2023). When online health information
platforms—such as websites, social media, and mobile apps—are perceived as trustworthy, user-
friendly, and high-quality, they are more likely to be considered useful (Fung et al., 2022). In
this study, channel utility specifically refers to the perceived Internet’s usefulness as a health
information platform, including websites, social media platforms, and mobile apps, rather than
offline or general information channels. We hypothesize that the higher the characteristics and
utility of health information on the Internet, the more likely adult children are to seek health
information for their parents. Based on this discussion, we propose the following hypotheses:
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H4: Channel characteristics are positively associated with channel utility.

H5: Channel characteristics are positively associated with proxy health information-
seeking behavior.

H6: Channel utility is positively associated with proxy health information-seeking behavior.

00Mediating effect of Channel utility

Empirical studies have demonstrated the mediating role of channel utility in the relationship
between antecedent factors and health information-seeking behavior (Chang et al., 2024; Liu et
al., 2024). However, this relationship has been rarely examined in the context of proxy
information seeking. Understanding the mediating role of channel utility between antecedent
factors and proxy health information-seeking behavior is essential, as it provides deeper insights
into the mechanisms underlying this behavior and contributes to theory development (Yang et
al., 2017). Although research is limited, extant studies suggest that the mediating mechanism
of channel utility is also applicable to proxy information-seeking behaviors (Ma & Chen, 2023;
Reifegerste et al., 2020). Extending this line of research, it is plausible that adult children’s
perceptions of their parents’ health risks, combined with their confidence in searching for health
information online, perceptions of Internet platform characteristics, influence proxy health
information-seeking behavior through channel utility. Based on the reasoning, the following
research question is proposed:

Q1: Does channel utility mediate the relationship between antecedent factors (as specified in
H1 to H4) and proxy health information-seeking behavior?

Additionally, the age of the respondents and their parents, education level, and income were
included as demographic factors and used as control variables in this study.

Antecedent Factors Information Carrier Factor Action
@ Control
H5 variables:
H1 I Age
- nc?n?e
Belief Education
H2
H6 Proxy health

Information

Internet self-efficacy H3

Figure 1 The Theoretical Model

SA = salience, BE = belief, UT = utility, ISE = internet self-efficacy, CHA = characteristics,
PSE = proxy information seeking.
3. Method

3.1 Sampling and Data collection
The survey targeted Chinese adults aged 18 and above with living parents. The survey
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received ethics approval from the Ethics Committee at Guangzhou Nanfang College. Data
collection occurred between April 1 and April 7, 2024, through the researchers’ social media
accounts and WeChat groups, with participants encouraged to share the survey link. To ensure
data integrity and prevent multiple submissions by the same individual, the online questionnaire
was configured to allow only one response per IP address. Additionally, responses were screened
during data cleaning to identify and remove any duplicates. A total of 490 valid questionnaires
were retained for analysis.

3.2 Measurements

The variables of salience, belief, channel characteristics, and channel utility were measured
using a 6-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree to 6 = strongly agree). Proxy information-
seeking behavior was also assessed using the 6-piont Likert scale (1=Never to 6 = Always).

Salience refers to adult children’s perception of the health threat posed by their parents,
reflecting the personal relevance and seriousness of potential illnesses. It was measured with
three items adapted from Chang et al. (2024), such as “I think there is a high chance that my
elderly parents will suffer from diseases in the future.” Belief represents adult children's views
on whether their parents' age-related diseases can be prevented or alleviated. It was measured
with three items adapted from Ma & Chen (2023), including “There is not much I can do to
lower old people’s chances of getting age-related diseases” (reverse-coded). Internet self-efficacy
reflects confidence in one’s ability to effectively search for, understand, and evaluate online
health information for one’s parents. It was assessed with four items adapted from Zhang et al.
(2020), such as “I have the corresponding knowledge and ability to use the Internet to seek
health information for my parents.” Channel characteristics were adapted from Huang et al.
(2024) and assessed using three items evaluating whether the Internet (1) is of high quality, (2)
is easy to understand, and (3) is trustworthy. Channel utility reflects adult children’s assessment
of the Internet’s usefulness as a health information platform. It was measured using three items
adopted from Ma and Chen (2023), including three items: Internet, as a health information
platform, (a) is useful, (b) improves parents’ quality of life, and (c) is helpful in solving my
parents’ health problems. Proxy health information-seeking behavior captures adult children’s
active searching for and use of online health information on behalf of their parents. It was
measured with four items adapted from Bao et al. (2017), including” I spend a lot of time on
online health information for my aged parents.”

The study included four demographic control variables: gender, education level, monthly
income, and age of the respondents’ parents. For students, monthly income referred to their
average monthly living expenses. The parents’ age was calculated as the average of the father’s
and mother’s ages.

Data were analyzed using SPSS 26.0 and AMOS 24.0. Reliability and validity of the
measures were assessed via Cronbach’s o and confirmatory factor analysis (CFA), and structural
equation modeling (SEM) was employed to test the hypothesized relationships, controlling for
demographic variables.
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4. Data analysis

The proportion of women (61.63%) who completed the questionnaire was higher than that
of men (38.37%). The majority of respondents reported their education level as vocational or
undergraduate, which together accounted for 80% of the sample. Most respondents had a
monthly income between 6,000 and 9,000 CNY (Chinese yuan), representing 44.29% of the
sample. Regarding parental age, the largest proportion of respondents’ fathers were aged 61 to
70 years (32.24%), followed by those aged 51 to 60 years (31.63%). Similarly, the largest
proportion of respondents’ mothers were aged 61 to 70 years (37.14%), followed by those aged
51 to 60 years (36.94%).

Tests for normality indicated that skewness values ranged from —0.317 to —1.014, while
kurtosis values ranged from 0.021 to —0.822. These results revealed that the data approximated
a normal distribution, rendering it appropriate for parametric statistical analysis. A
confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was conducted using the maximum likelihood estimation
method in AMOS. The results revealed a good model fit: ¥2 (155) = 345.842, ¥2/df = 2.231,
GFI = 0.933, AGFI = 0.909, CFI = 0.982, TLI = 0.979, RMSEA = 0.050, and SRMR = 0.041.
These findings confirm that the measurement model aligns closely with the dataset, meeting the
established evaluation standards.

Table 1 Descriptive data, AVE, and CR value (N = 490)

Variables Items 11;232?1; CR AVE Mean SD Skewness Kurtosis

SA1 0.841

SA SA2 0.862 0.877 0.703 4.941 0.945 -0.844 -0.415
SA3 0.812
BE1 0.733

BE BE2 0.835 0.823 0.608 4.612 1.077 -1.011 0.021
BE3 0.768
UT1 0.835

UT UT2 0.866 0.892 0.734 4.267 1.190 -0.586 -0.638
UT3 0.869
ISE1 0.774

ISE 1SE2 0767 0.882 0.652 4.567 1.059 -1.014 0.107
ISE3 0.843
ISE4 0.842

CHA1 0.835

CHA CHA2 0.807 0.865 0.681 4.302 1.161 -0.566 -0.822
CHA3 0.834

PSE PSE1 0.809 0.882 0.651 3.322 1.014 -0.317 -1.135
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PSE2 0.829
PSE3 0.823
PSE4 0.764

Note: SA = salience, BE = belief, UT = utility, ISE = internet self-efficacy, CHA = characteristics, PSE = proxy
information seeking.

The factor loading, average variance extracted (AVE), and composite reliability (CR) values
of all variables surpassed the recommended cutoff (factor loading > 0.5, AVE > 0.5, CR > 0.6),
indicating strong convergent validity for the scales (Table 1). Discriminant validity was assessed
using Fornell & Larcker's (1981) criterion. The square roots of AVE for each latent variable were
greater than the absolute values of their correlations with other variables (Table 2). All pairs of
latent variables satisfied this criterion, confirming the discriminant validity of the scales.

Table 2. Discriminant validity Test (N = 490)

Variables AVE PSE CHA ISE uT BE SA
PSE 0.651 0.807
CHA 0.681 0.655 0.825
ISE 0.652 0.566 0.579 0.807
UuT 0.734 0.635 0.640 0.523 0.857
BE 0.608 0.515 0.482 0.611 0.472 0.780
SA 0.703 0.334 0.302 0.517 0.316 0.511 0.839

Note: PSE = proxy information seeking, CHA = characteristics, ISE = internet self-efficacy, UT = utility, BE = belief, SA = salience.

The structural model exhibited a good model fit: y2/df = 2.126, GFI = 0.927, CFI = 0.964,
TLI = 0.953, RMSEA = 0.048, and SRMR = 0.040. As illustrated in Table 3, the analysis
supported 5 out of the 6 hypothesized relationships. The complete model explained 45.4% (R?
= 0.454) of the variance in proxy health information-seeking behaviors. The structural equation
modeling (SEM) results indicated that salience did not predict channel utility (3 = 0.073, SE =
0.062, p = 0.174), failing to support H1. Belief was identified as a predictor of channel utility (8
= 0.124, SE = 0.073, p < 0.05), supporting H2. Internet self-efficacy was positively related to
channel utility (3 = 0.153, SE = 0.08, p < 0.05), supporting H3. Channel characteristics
significantly predicted channel utility (3 = 0.427, SE = 0.06, p < .001), supporting H4. In
addition, channel characteristics (3 = 0.278, SE = 0.039, p < 0.001) and channel utility (8 =
0.253, SE = 0.038, p < 0.001) were positively associated with proxy information-seeking
behavior, thus supporting H5 and H6.

In the control variables, the average age of the respondents’ parents exhibited a negative
relation with proxy information-seeking behavior (3 = -0.065, p < 0.05), but showed no
significant association with channel utility. Education level negatively predicted both channel
utility (3 = -0.081, p < 0.05) and proxy information-seeking behavior (8 = -0.085, p < 0.01).
Income emerged as a significant predictor of channel utility (3 = 0.138, p < 0.01) but was not
significantly associated with proxy information-seeking behavior (§ = 0.048, p = 0.155).
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Table 3. The path analysis (N= 490)

Hypotheses Path Estimate S.E. t-value P Supported
H1 SA—-UT 0.073 0.062 1.359 0.174 NO
H2 BE—UT 0.124 0.073 2.017 0.044 YSE
H3 ISE—-UT 0.153 0.08 2.347 0.019 YSE
H4 CHA—-UT 0.427 0.06 7.15 ook YSE
H5 CHA—PSE 0.278 0.039 5.731 A YSE
H6 UT—PSE 0.253 0.038 5.391 A YSE

Note: Path analysis of after controlling for education, age, and monthly income. SA = salience, BE = belief, ISE = internet self-
efficacy, CHA = characteristics, UT = utility, PSE = proxy information seeking, *p < .05, **p <.01, ***p <.001.

Mediation analysis was conducted using Hayes’ PROCESS with 5,000 bootstrap samples
(See Table 4). Significance of the mediation effect was determined using 95% bias-corrected
bootstrap confidence intervals (CI); an effect is considered significant if the CI does not include
zero (Hayes et al., 2017). The total, direct, and indirect effects indicated that channel utility
significantly mediated the relationships between antecedent factors and proxy health
information-seeking behavior. Specifically, the indirect effects of salience (8 = 0.158, 95% CI
[0.100, 0.223]), belief (B = 0.176, 95% CI [0.128, 0.231]), Internet self-efficacy (8 = 0.189, 95%
CI [0.138, 0.248]), and channel characteristics (3 = 0.173, 95% CI [0.119, 0.232]) via channel
utility were all significant, as their Cls did not include zero. The direct effects of belief and
Internet self-efficacy on proxy information-seeking behavior were smaller compared with their
indirect effects, suggesting that the influence of these antecedent factors largely operates through
the channel utility. These findings provide empirical support for partial mediation, indicating
that antecedent factors alone are insufficient to directly drive proxy information-seeking
behaviors without the mediating role of channel utility.

Table 4. Mediation effect Analysis (N= 490)

Path Effect Boot SE Boot Boot
LLCI ULCI

total effect 0.309 0.047 0.217 0.400

SA—UT—PSE direct effect 0.150 0.041 0.069 0.232
Indirect effect 0.158 0.031 0.100 0.223

total effect 0.412 0.038 0.337 0.487

BE—-UT—PSE direct effect 0.237 0.037 0.164 0.309
Indirect effect 0.176 0.026 0.128 0.231

total effect 0.479 0.038 0.405 0.553

ISE-UT—PSE direct effect 0.290 0.039 0.215 0.366
Indirect effect 0.189 0.028 0.138 0.248

total effect 0.499 0.033 0.436 0.563

CHA—UT—PSE direct effect 0.326 0.037 0.254 0.399
Indirect effect 0.173 0.029 0.119 0.232

Note: SA=salience, BE = belief, ISE = Internet self-efficacy, CHA = characteristics, UT = utility, PSE = proxy information seeking.
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5. Discussion

Given the deepening trend of population aging in China and the critical role of proxy health
information-seeking in facilitating health management for middle-aged and older adults, this
study extends the CMIS model to predict adult children’s online health information seeking
behavior on behalf of their elderly parents in the Chinese context. The findings reveal that belief
and Internet self-efficacy significantly enhance adult children’s online health information-seeking
behavior by increasing their perceived channel characteristics and utility. These insights
contribute to a deeper understanding of digital health communication dynamics and highlight
the factors driving adult children’s engagement in proxy information-seeking behaviors.

5.1 Major Findings

Unexpectedly, this study revealed that salience is not related to channel utility. Awareness
of the likelihood, severity, or potential consequences of parents’ illnesses did not lead adult
children to perceive the Internet as a useful health information platform. This finding diverges
from prior research on online health information seeking by both individual and proxy seekers
(Reifegerste et al., 2020; Zhang et al., 2020). A possible explanation lies in the context of China.
Adult children’s motivation to seek information may stem more from filial obligation than from
perceived illness threat, making their evaluation of the channel responsibility-driven rather than
threat-driven (Feng, 2025). Especially in collectivist settings like China, caring for parents is
often viewed as a routine familial duty rather than a reaction to specific health risks, which may
further weaken the role of salience in shaping channel evaluation. Additionally, as this study
defines channel utility as the perceived usefulness of the Internet platform rather than the health
content itself, its assessment depends more on platform qualities such as credibility, clarity, and
accessibility than on disease salience.

Consistent with prior studies, both belief and Internet self-efficacy were positively
associated with channel utility (Oh, 2015). Adult children who strongly believed that age-related
disease could be prevented, or who possessed higher levels of Internet self-efficacy—confidence
in their ability to effectively seek, understand, and assess online health information—were more
inclined to perceive the Internet as a useful and supportive platform for managing their parents’
age-related health risks. In contrast, those with weaker belief in disease prevention or lower
Internet self-efficacy tended to express skepticism toward the platform’s value, as they either
doubted the preventability of age-related disease or questioned their own competence in
navigating online health information (Liu et al., 2024). In collectivist societies, these cognitive
and behavioral mechanisms may be further shaped by sociocultural norms. Beliefs about health
control and family obligation can amplify perceived channel utility, as online engagement is
deeply intertwined with filial responsibility and intergenerational care (Zhang & Liu, 2023).
Filial piety, a core cultural norm in China, motivates adult children to take proactive roles in
managing parental well-being, and proxy information seeking can be viewed as a digital
expression of filial duty (Bernhorster & Reifegerste, 2025). The collectivist emphasis on
interdependence and shared family responsibility further reinforces this motivation, framing
health information seeking as both a moral and relational act. These sociocultural dynamics
highlight that proxy-seeking behaviors are embedded within broader family and cultural
contexts. By distinguishing between belief and Internet self-efficacy, this study provides a more
nuanced understanding of how both health-related convictions and digital competencies jointly
shape evaluations of the Internet as a health information platform.
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Aligning with past studies, channel characteristics significantly predicted channel utility
(Liu et al., 2024). Adult children who perceive the Internet to deliver health information that is
high in quality, easy to comprehend, and credible are more likely to evaluate the Internet as a
useful and effective channel. According to the Information adoption model (IAM), characteristics
such as credibility play a key role in shaping how individuals evaluate and act on communication
channels (Sussman & Siegal, 2003). More, this study also found that channel characteristics and
channel utility both significantly predict proxy information-seeking behavior. Interestingly,
channel characteristics contributed more significantly to predicting these behaviors than utility,
a finding that contrasts with previous studies (Paek et al., 2017). This divergence could stem
from the study’s operationalization of channel characteristics and channel utility. In this study,
both channel characteristics and utility were measured in relation to the Internet as a channel
for health information, whereas prior studies often defined channel characteristics and utility as
content-specific evaluations (Garcia Cosavalente, 2022; Wang et al., 2023). This suggests that,
in the proxy context, perceptions of channel characteristics may play a more critical role than
previously acknowledged.

The present study confirmed the mediating role of channel utility in the relationships
between antecedent factors—salience, belief, Internet self-efficacy, and channel characteristics—
and proxy health information-seeking behavior. The mediation analysis demonstrated that while
antecedent factors exhibited significant direct effects on proxy information seeking, their indirect
effects through channel utility were substantial, particularly for belief and Internet self-efficacy.
This indicates that these factors alone are insufficient to directly drive proxy information-seeking
behaviors; rather, their influence largely operates via the perceived Internet’s usefulness as a
health information platform. Consistent with prior CMIS research (Liu et al., 2024; Van Stee &
Yang, 2018), our findings suggest that perceived channel utility acts as a critical mechanism
linking motivational and cognitive antecedents to actual information-seeking behaviors.
Therefore, interventions aiming to enhance proxy health information seeking should not only
focus on increasing awareness or self-efficacy but also emphasize the Internet’s utility and
characteristics, as these perceptions significantly amplify the effect of antecedent factors.

5.2 Implications

The findings of this study provide multiple theoretical contributions to the CMIS. First,
this study applies a modified CMIS model to investigate the predictors of adult children’s online
health information-seeking behavior for their aged parents in China. It represents one of the few
studies that extend the CMIS framework to the domain of proxy information seeking. This
study’s strength lies in its ability to expand the well-established CMIS framework, providing a
significant contribution to the literature on proxy information seeking. Another theoretical
contribution is the deconstruction of existing variables, specifically the division of belief into two
distinct constructs: belief and Internet self-efficacy. By addressing ambiguities in the
conceptualization and operationalization of belief, this study provides a more nuanced
understanding of how these two variables influence channel utility. Finally, the study underscores
the mediating role of channel utility, enhancing the understanding of the CMIS framework’s
core mechanisms.
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This study provides actionable insights for enhancing family-based health management and
digital health communication in aging societies. Health information platforms should ensure
content credibility, clarity, and usability, offering medically accurate, easy-to-understand
information with clear professional attribution, user-friendly design, and personalized
recommendations. Policymakers and public health authorities can leverage adult children’s
intermediary role through digital literacy programs, physician-led online Q&A, and targeted
health education, bridging the generational digital divide and enabling effective evaluation and
application of health information. Healthcare providers and educators can develop “family-
centered” digital portals and training modules that enhance belief and Internet self-efficacy,
reinforcing the perceived utility of Internet. Together, these measures can integrate proxy health
information seeking into China’s elderly care and digital health systems, improving care quality,
fostering intergenerational well-being, and promoting a more health-literate society.

5.3 Limitations

The online survey using convenience and snowball sampling primarily attracted respondents
with a relatively high level of education, potentially limiting the generalizability of the findings.
Future studies should aim to include participants with more diverse educational backgrounds to
enhance the broader applicability of the results. Additionally, this study did not account for
certain antecedents, such as cohabitation with parents or respondents’ health literacy levels.
Incorporating these wvariables in future research could provide a more comprehensive
understanding of the factors influencing proxy information-seeking behavior. Moreover, this
study focused exclusively on the perspective of the proxy seeker. Future research could extend
this by examining both the substitute’s perspective and the interactive information behaviors
between parents and adult children, offering deeper insights into proxy information exchange
dynamics. Finally, while this study examined online health information in general, future
investigations could categorize information into specific domains, such as chronic disease
management or daily health practices, to achieve a more nuanced understanding of how different
types of health information are sought and utilized.

5.4 Conclusion

This study extends the CMIS framework to the context of proxy health information seeking
among adult children in China, providing a deeper understanding of the cognitive and
motivational factors that drive such behavior. The results highlight that belief and Internet self-
efficacy shape perceptions of channel characteristics and utility, which in turn facilitate proxy
health information seeking. Theoretically, the study contributes by refining the CMIS framework,
clarifying the roles of belief and self-efficacy, and demonstrating the mediating function of
channel utility in a proxy-seeking context. Practically, the findings offer actionable insights for
online health platforms, policymakers, and health educators, emphasizing the importance of
enhancing the credibility and perceived usefulness of online platform to better support adult
children in managing their parents’ health. Compared with prior studies on self-directed
information seeking, this research confirms that channel utility is particularly influential in
motivating proxy information-seeking behavior in a digital environment.
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