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ABSTRACT 

 This paper attempts to explore 

the uses and gratification of Internet consumption behavior among females from the perspective of digital healthcare marketing. The 

United Nations Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action recognized media as an important tool for women's empowerment and 

hence demands increased participation and access by women in the development and adoption of media and new technologies of 

communication for their well-being. Past researchers have also recognized the grim ground realities in this regard and suggested that 

the availability of timely information will facilitate the females’ ability to control all aspects of their health, privacy, confidentiality, 

respect, informed consent, and fertility. All these are basic to their empowerment. The understanding of the uses and gratification of 

Internet consumption behavior by females will significantly enable the various stakeholders to empower females in terms of their access 

to affordable, quality health care. This is an empirical study based on primary data obtained from a survey of 171 Indian females 

conducted with objectives to (i) gain an understanding of how, why, when, and where women consume the Internet in India; and 

consequently, (ii) alert marketers, policymakers, and researchers to the numerous prospects, particularly in the area of digital health 

marketing.   
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INTRODUCTION 

The United Nations’ “Beijing declaration and platform for action”, adopted by 189 countries in 

1995, is a progressive blueprint to secure and guide the commitment of various stakeholders including 

governments, institutions, civil society, and the private sector to work collectively for the betterment of 

women and girls in terms of twelve critical areas, i.e., environment, violence, institutional mechanism, armed 

conflict, poverty, decision-making, the girl child, education, training, health, human rights, and media, for 

women and girls (United Nations, 2015). Even in cases where men and women suffer from the same health 

conditions, women are forced to experience them differently due to: (i) their economic dependence on men 

(Green et al., 2021; Ahmad et al., 2018; Khanal, 2015); (ii) prevalence of poverty; (iii) inadequate sanitation 

facilities; (iv) experience of violence; (v) gender stereotypes; (vi) discrimination and myths; (vii) prevailing 

household inequalities regarding access to health care services, education and nutritional food (Green et al., 

2021; Serrano-Cinca et al., 2018); (viii) limited mobility: (ix) restricted financial autonomy; and (x) limited 

participation in decisions over their sexual and reproductive lives having an adverse impact on their health 

(Radhakrishnan, 2023; Green et al., 2021; Ahmad et al., 2018; Serrano-Cinca et al., 2018; Khanal, 2015). 

The existence of all these factors across cultures and countries resulting in none or wrong diagnosis of these 

health issues which overburden women and negatively impact their health and wellbeing.  

Apart from these, certain health issues such as mensuration, cancer (breast, ovarian, cervical and 

reproductive tract), menopause, and pregnancy are only women centric.  Where again the awareness level 

and availability of proper information regarding the diagnosis of them is very low endangering the very 

existence of females’ suffering from them. Further, according to the available data, as compared to men, 

women suffer higher heart attack deaths, more frequently exhibit symptoms of depression and anxiety 

(Radhakrishnan, 2023; Blank & Groselj, 2014), affected more regularly by urinary tract conditions and 

sexually transmitted diseases. In this situation, the Internet can play a significant role as has also been 

advocated by the United Nations in its Fourth World Conference on Women in 1995 whereby it had been 

suggested that the member countries must work for the betterment of women's health by (i) providing with 

timely information and related services; (ii) properly informing about preventive health policies and 
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programs that promote their health; (iii) making available the required funds for research on their health; and 

(iv) making provisions to monitor the actions taken in this regard on regular basis. The understanding about 

the Internet consumption behavior can play a significant role in the realm of digital healthcare marketing. 

Understanding how females consume the health-related content online can help healthcare organizations and 

marketers effectively reach and engage with them. Previous researchers have amply suggested that people 

frequently turn to the internet to seek health-related information by searching for symptoms (Chang et al., 

2015; Penard et al., 2015), medical conditions, treatment options, and healthcare providers (Zheng & Ma, 

2022; Tchamyou et al., 2019; Kumar, 2016; Blank & Groselj, 2014). Under this background, the 

understanding about the uses and gratification of Internet consumption behavior of females can provide 

significant clues as to how the healthcare facilities be made more female centric, easy to approach for them, 

trustworthy, and affordable. With this objective, the present study is being undertaken in Indian settings but 

the study results can also be replicated in other countries as well.   

THEORETICAL FOUNDATION AND HYPOTHESES FORMULATION  

Uses and gratifications theory  

Propounded by Blumler and Katz (1974), the uses and gratification theory is an audience-centric 

positivistic approach to understand the reasons behind the mass consumption of a particular type of media. 

The focus of this theory is on the motives, goals, and needs of people for whose satisfaction they use 

different type of media at different points of time. Like other tangible products that are easily available in the 

market for sale, purchase, and consumption at mass level, it assumes media also to be an easily available 

product that can be demanded and consumed by people at mass level as per their individual requirements. 

This theory enumerates the reasons for making a deliberate choice for a particular media option by users that 

will satisfy their given needs apart from enhancing their knowledge, social-interactions, entertainment, 

diversion and escape (Devadas and Meghana, 2021).  

 

Katz et al. (1974) have suggested five components of uses and gratification approach, i.e., (i) active 

audience; (ii) media choice that provides gratification; (iii) competition between media and other sources of 

satisfaction; (iv) individual audience’s accumulated goals that are actually the goals of mass media use; and 

(v) audience orientations. According to them these five components are significantly important to understand 

the mass communication perspectives as people use media to acquire information, entertainment, social 

interactions, escape from stress, and imitate the media characters (Vatsa et al., 2022; McQuail, 2010). This 

theory assumes that users of media play an active and decisive role in deciding not only their media 

consumption but also in interpreting and integrating the existing media options in their lives to satisfy their 

needs and achieve gratification thereof. This results in competition amongst the available media alternatives 

for viewers’/users’ gratification (Vatsa et al., 2022; Zhu et al., 2020).  

 

Another implication of this theory is that the users have various media options available to them to 

satisfy their media related needs and each media option has different functions, benefits, and limitations. 

This approach assumes that it is the content of the media which is important for the users to satisfy their 

needs, hence, the users choose media content on the bases of their cognitive, social, psychosocial, para 

social, habitual, motivational, entertainment, esteem, recognition, and informational requirements. Over a 

period of time, this theory has been widely used to study nearly all kinds of mass media tools () started from 

radio (Lazarsfeld, 1940), comic books (Wolfe & Fiske, 1949), newspaper reading (Berelson, 1949), movies 

(Rehman, 1983), VCRs (LaRose et al., 2001), Cable TV (LaRose et al., 2001); Palmgreen & Rayburn, 1985), 

computer and video games (Al-Rahmi et al., 2020), mobile phones (Leung & Ran, 2000), text messaging 

(Al-Rahmi et al., 2020), Internet (Vatsa et al., 2022; Leng et al., 2020), Snapchat (Grieve, 2017), and 
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Facebook (Menon & Meghana, 2021; Zhu et al., 2020). Based on this discussion, it seems appropriate to 

hypothesize that:  

H1:   Females’ frequency of the Internet consumption varies across (a) the activities  

          undertaken; and (b) their age. 

H2:   Females’ ways of locating the relevant websites varies by their age.  

H3:   Females’ usage of various sources to acquire sensitive health-related information vary  

          across the available options. 

 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY   

 

Sample Design and Profile  

This is an empirical study based on primary data obtained from a survey of 171 Indian females. Guided 

by a literature review in terms of females’ age-based informational needs for peculiar health issues ranging 

from the pubertal onset to menarche, the study sample covered females a wide range of respondents of 15 to 60 

years of age. Based on the survey precondition, i.e., the respondent must be able to surf the Internet 

independently, initially 250 females from various socio-economic-cultural background were approached across 

the selected age groups, 226 filled the questionnaire and finally the responses from 171 females could be used 

for this research. As recommended by previous researchers, purposive sampling technique was adopted for 

sample selection to ensure the representativeness of the sample. The respondents were ensured confidentiality.  

The survey took place in the month of July 2023. Surveyed sample composition is provided in Table 1. 

 

Table 1:  Sample Composition 

Characteristics  Number   

(N = 171) 

% Characteristics  Number 

(N = 171) 

% 

Residential Area   Educational Qualification   

       Rural 77 45   Illiterate  10 6 

       Urban 94 55   Up to class 12 75 44 

Age (years)     Graduation and above 86 50 

       15-30 46 27 Family Size    

       30-45 74 43 Small Family 115 67 

       45-60 51 30 Large Family 56 33 

Employment   Family Type   

Working 62 36 Joint Family 48 28 

Non-working 109 64 Nuclear Family 123 72 

 

RESULTS  

Consumption of Internet in general   

The first part of the first hypothesis (H1a) proposed that females’ frequency of the Internet consumption 

varies across the activities undertaken. To this end, seven activities, i.e., shopping, cooking, travel and tour, 

entertainment, employment, health care, and education were identified for which the Internet may be used by 

the respondents almost on daily basis. The respective data were collected using a 5-point scale (Table 2). The 

mean Internet usage scores as enlisted in Table 2 are different from each other indicating that the frequency 

of Internet usage varies across activities. The mean scores also indicate that usage of the Internet is more 

popular for informative purposes than for shopping and entertainment in this order. Rankings were assigned 
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to the listed activities based on mean usage scores. As per these rankings, the usage of the Internet is highest 

for gathering health-related information (Mean = 3.96; Rank = I) and the least for cooking (Mean = 2.69; 

Rank = VII). For statistical validation, one sample t-test was applied by taking 2.5 (scale mid-value) as the 

test value. All the t-values were found to be significant at p <.001, and P < .05 leading to the acceptance of 

H1a. 

Table 2: Internet Usage: t-test 

Type of activity Mean (SD)1 Ranking2 Mean  Difference3 t-value Sig.  

      Shopping 3.49 (1.29) IV 0.99 16.27  .000** 

      Cooking 2.69 (1.44) VII 0.19 10.66     .000* 

      Travel and Tour  3.42 (1.13) V 0.92 15.98  .000** 

 Entertainment  3.01 (1.38) VI 0.51 7.28     .000* 

      Employment  3.68 (1.27) III 1.18 19.32  .000** 

      Health Care  3.96 (1.12) I 1.46 25.51  .000** 

      Education  3.74 (1.19) II 1.24 18.16   .000** 

      * p < 0.05,  ** p < 0.001  

 

For the statistical examination of the assertion made by the second part of the first hypothesis (H1b), 

i.e., females’ Internet consumption for various activities varies across their age, the ANOVA test was applied 

to mean Internet usage scores for various age groups, and the corresponding results are summarized in Table 

3. Differences can be observed in the mean usage of the Internet across age groups of the respondents. In the 

first two age groups, the highest consumption of the Internet was for obtaining health-related information as 

compared to the third age groups respondents who have used the Internet most for gathering work-related 

information. The usage of the Internet for finding out new cooking recipes was found to be minimal for all 

age groups females. Although, the mean scores are different, indicating that the usage frequency of the 

Internet for listed activities varies across the age groups of the respondents, however, ANOVA test results 

found these differences to be significant at p <.001, and p < .05 only in five out of seven cases leading to the 

partial acceptance of H1b. 

Table 3: Age-wise analysis of Internet usage: ANOVA 

Type of Activity 

 

Internet Usage across Age Groups (Mean) 
  F-value Sig. 

N = 171 15-30 30-45 45-60 

      Shopping 3.51 3.66 3.41 3.47 0.24 1.121 

      Cooking 2.69 1.33 2.61 3.15 3.32 .024* 

      Travel and Tour  3.42 3.43 3.38 3.52 3.12 .015* 

 Entertainment  3.01 2.69 3.29 3.48 4.76 .001* 

      Employment  3.74 3.44 3.86 4.15 0.15      .962 

      Health Care  3.96 3.86 4.18 3.95 5.92  .000** 

      Education  3.68 3.44 3.86 4.10 5.63  .000** 

 * p < 0.05,  ** p < 0.001   

 

 The second hypothesis (H2) states that females’ ways of locating the relevant websites vary 

by their age. In this direction, first, responses were obtained for four possible options (random browsing, 

parents/children/friends/others, print, and Radio/TV advertisements) on a five-point scale. Secondly, the 

corresponding mean scores were calculated, and finally, a one-way ANOVA test was applied (Table 4). 

Analysis results indicate that out of the listed options, random browsing is the most popular way chosen by 

the respondents across all age groups to find out about the relevant websites (Mean = 3.95) followed by 
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asking parents/children/friends/others (Mean = 2.89), print advertisements (Mean = 2.02), and Radio/TV 

advertisements (Mean = 1.79). A similar result exists across all the four age groups of the surveyed sample. 

However, statistically, these differences were found to be significant only in three of the four cases leading to 

the partial acceptance of H2. 

Table 4: Age-wise analysis of web location ways: ANOVA 

Way to locate web-sites N = 171 15 - 30 30 - 45 45 - 60 F-value Sig.  

Random Browsing 3.95 3.63 4.18 4.24 6.85   .000** 

Parents/children/friends/others 2.89 2.78 3.02 2.90 1.30     .276 

Print advertisements 2.02 1.79 2.25 1.95 4.15     .005* 

Radio/TV advertisements 1.79 1.54 2.06 1.71 6.08   .000** 

 * p < 0.05,  ** p < 0.001   

 

Consumption of Internet for Sensitive health issues  

The third hypothesis (H3) proposed that females’ sources to acquire sensitive health-related 

information vary across the available options. To examine this hypothesis, first, the relevant data were collected 

from the respondents across three sources, i.e., parents/children, friends/relatives, and the Internet, under five 

conditions: speed, ease, confidentiality, comfort, and privacy. Table 5 depicts the corresponding results. The 

mean percentage was calculated for each source. Results show that almost 50 percent (Mean = 46.6) of the 

surveyed females relied on the Internet, followed by parents/children (Mean = 31.9), and friends/teachers 

(Mean = 21.4) to acquire information about sensitive health-related issues. Source-wise, the results reveal that 

under the specific conditions, females preferred different options to gather the required information. For 

example, the Internet is the most sought out way opted by females when they need information fast (66.3 

percent), easily (60.8 percent), and comfortably (38.6 percent), however, parents/children were most preferred 

to be consulted when confidentiality (40.2 percent) and privacy are to be maintained consult children when they 

need privacy (46.7 percent). Out of the three available options to get information about sensitive health issues, 

the respondents perceived the Internet as the fastest, easiest, and most comfortable medium. Friends/teachers 

were also preferred by a good number of females when they need the information with the least effort.  

To statistically examine this hypothesis (H3), the ANOVA test was applied and the corresponding F-

values were calculated across the three age groups of the respondents (Table 5). Although, the mean 

percentage scores for three source of information are different, indicating that under the given conditions the 

respondents have preferred different source of information but ANOVA test results found these differences 

to be significant at p < .05 only in two out of five cases leading to the partial acceptance of H3. 

Table 5: Sources of Sensitive information acquisition 

Prevailing conditions 

 

Source of information (%)   

F-value 

 

Sig.  Parents/Children Friends/Teachers Internet 

Speed to get information - fast 22.7 11.0 66.3 0.51 .676 

Way to get information-easiest  17.5 21.7 60.8 1.46 .225 

Confidentiality concern -important 40.2 26.9 32.9 1.18 .318 

Comfort level needed - high 32.6 28.7 38.6 3.76   .011* 

Privacy concern - required 46.7 18.8 34.5 2.68   .047* 

Mean (%)  31.9 21.4 46.6  

Ranking    II III I 

*  p < 0.05 
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DISCUSSION 

This study aimed to explore the uses and gratification of media consumption behavior of females in 

the age group of 15 - 60 years with the perspective of identifying the scope of digital health marketing in India. 

The study focused on Internet consumption behavior of females in terms of why, what, when, and how they 

consume the content available on the Internet. In this domain three hypotheses have been developed and 

tested with the collected data. The study results led to the acceptance of H1a (i.e., females’ frequency of the 

Internet consumption varies across the activities undertaken); H3 (i.e., females’ sources to acquire sensitive 

health-related information vary across the available options); and partial acceptance of H1b (i.e., females’ 

Internet consumption for various activities varies across their age); and H2 (i.e., females’ ways of locating 

the relevant websites vary by their age). In the last few years, India is emerging as a strong voice for various 

critical issues including climate change, electrification, space race, and manufacturing. In most of these 

issues, India is at the forefront (Reddy, 2023). At the same time, India is now the world’s diabetes capital, 

millions have hypertension, cancer, respiratory issues, depression and more (Reddy, 2023). Needless to state 

that if left unchecked, India’s non-communicable disease burden will be nearly $4 trillion by 2023 (Reddy, 

2023). Hence, it is imperative that Indian health care industry should join hands and protect the country by 

increasing awareness and the proper utilization of Internet can definitely play a decisive role in this area.  

The internet has revolutionized the way we disseminate and consume information for various 

purposes. The study results have indicated that this phenomenon has been particularly profound among 

females, who have harnessed the internet to meet a wide array of needs, including health-related information 

and services. Females are finding the internet as a valuable source for obtaining quick, secret, and easily 

accessible information on symptoms, health conditions, diseases, treatments, and preventive measures. 

Women can also become part of several existing online forums, support groups, and social media 

communities, which allow them to seek emotional support, share personal experiences, and learn from the 

experiences of others. Researchers have found these digital communities to be very valuable for women 

dealing with issues that are still not freely discussed in India, such as fertility, pregnancy, chronic illnesses, 

or mental health concerns (Reddy, 2023). Further, in the current scenario, they may also schedule doctors' 

appointments and participate in telemedicine consultations. With the availability of numerous mobile apps, 

fitness apps, menstrual cycle trackers, calorie counters, and wearable devices, females can also monitor their 

health and wellness. 

For marketers in the healthcare industry, understanding the uses and gratifications of internet 

consumption behavior among females is essential. Leveraging these insights can enhance the effectiveness of 

digital healthcare marketing strategies in terms of (i) developing content; (ii) fostering the inclusion of more 

engaging and interactive features like live chats, question and answer sessions, and online communities; (iii) 

offering more opportunities to women to seek timely clarification and connect with healthcare professionals; 

(iv) collaborating with app developers and wearables manufacturers to offer integrated solutions that aid 

women in tracking their health and wellness; and (v) streamlining telemedicine services and appointment 

scheduling to ensure they are user-friendly, secure, and accessible. 

This enhances the convenience aspect of healthcare consumption and will make females more self-

empowered. The internet has become an indispensable tool for women seeking health information and 

services. Their uses and gratification of internet consumption behavior are deeply intertwined with 

empowerment, convenience, support, and customization. In the realm of digital healthcare marketing, 

recognizing and catering to these aspects can help providers deliver more effective and patient-centered care, 

ultimately improving the health and well-being of women in the digital age. Accordingly, the study results 

will guide the stakeholders to work collectively to take measures to strengthen female well-being and access 

to affordable and quality health care. 
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