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Text messaging immunization reminders: Feasibility of
implementation with low-income parents
Text messaging reminder systems are a cost-effective way of
improving attendance in a variety of healthcare settings (Downer
et al., 2006; Geraghty et al., 2008; Koshy et al., 2008; Leong et al.,
2006). Due to the complicated nature of the child immunization
schedule (Massoudi, 2003), and the penetration of mobile phones
among hard-to-reach populations (Blumberg and Luke, 2008), text
messaging may be a successful strategy to increase immunizations
(Vilella et al., 2004). The only identified study regarding text
message immunization reminders suggests parents of adolescents
are open to receiving such text reminders (Kharbanda et al.,
2009). However, this study involved focus groups of only 28
parents.

A major public health goal is to increase immunization rates
among children to 90% to prevent the circulation of vaccine-
preventable diseases (Massoudi, 2003). In particular, programs that
promote the 4-3-1-3-3 series among children 2 years of age and
younger have been found to dramatically reduce the incidence of
these diseases (Nelson et al., 2007). The purpose of this formative
study was to determine the feasibility of developing text immuniza-
tion reminders for parents of young children.

A brief survey was administered to 200 consecutive parents of
children under six years of age at a Midwestern Pediatric Residency
clinic. The survey was approved by two local Institutional Review
Boards. All questions were fixed response, and included current use of
a cell phone, type of text messaging service, and interest in receiving
text messages from health care providers. Finally, respondents
provided demographic information.

Surveys were completed by 190 parents (95%). The majority were
female (165; 87%), had a high school diploma or less (114; 60%), had a
household income less than $20,000 a year (117; 62%), and received
public insurance (153; 81%). Nearly all participants owned a cellular
phone (174; 92%) and of those, 96% (167) could receive text
messages. In addition, 81% (141) had an unlimited text messaging
plan. Ninety percent (156) of cell phone owners would be open to
receiving text messages from their doctor or nurse. Parents with
unlimited text capabilities were more likely (97%) to be open to
receiving text messages from health care providers than those with
limited text plans (64%) (χ2(1)=32.98, pb .001).

Of those respondents who own a cell phone andwere interested in
receiving text messages from their health care provider (156), 99%
(155) would be open to receiving appointment reminders, 87% (135)
immunization reminders, 76% (119) test results, and 46% (72) general
health tips. Most respondents (136; 87%) would prefer to receive
immunization reminders one week or less before the shots are due. Of
those parents who would enroll in a text immunization reminder
service, 19% (29) would pay up to $9.99 a year for the program, but
the majority (97; 62%) would only enroll if the program was free or
covered by insurance.
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In conclusion, parents receiving public insurance are likely to
have a cellular phone with text message capabilities, and most
would be willing to receive immunization or other reminders
from their physician's office via text. Parents with unlimited
texting were more willing to receive text messages from
physicians, but 4 out of 5 parents had unlimited texting, so this
does not appear to be a major barrier. In addition, most parents
were unwilling to pay out-of-pocket to enroll in such a service;
therefore it is more likely to succeed if it is provided free of cost
or covered by insurance. Limitations of this study include the
following: all fixed-response questions, available only in English,
administered in one geographic region, and results may not be
generalizable to other populations. Further study to address these
limitations is needed.
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