A New Year
of Opportunities

BY THOMAS C. LAWRY

n 2002 steady but pervasive change
continued to reshape the way health
care consumers use the Internet. For
one thing, a majority of Americans
seeking health information went online to find it.'
And nearly four in ten of those who sought
online health information later discussed what
they found with their physicians.’

Today most hospitals have websites. Many,
however, are neither keeping up with the health
care consumer’s growing expectations nor taking
advantage of opportunities the Web offers to
extend the hospital’s mission into the communi-
ty. But astute health care leaders recognize the
shift in Web trends. They take advantage of the
shift by transtorming their sites, which originally
functioned as online brochures, into strategic
online services that address the needs of Web-
savvy consumers. Along the way, these leaders are
finding that such moves, by supporting their
organizations’ strategic and operational goals,
make them more competitive.

Here are five recent leading trends that health
care leaders should note and take advantage of in
2003.

WessiTES CaN INFLUENCE CONSUMER PREFERENCE
Although the habits of health care consumers
have been much studied, very little research has
been done on the use of hospital websites.
However, a new study by the Endresen Institute
provides specific data on, first, who uses hospital
websites and, second, the impact such sites have
on health care consumers.

The Endresen Institute study shows that con-
sumers do use hospital sites.* The level of use
varies by region. Higher use is seen in the
nation’s western and north central regions; for
example, more than half of all consumers in these
regions indicated that they had accessed their
local hospital’s website.

What, from a consumer’s perspective, consti-
tutes a great hospital website? The features most
valued include those that enable the consumer to
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look up detailed information on medical condi-
tions, ask questions about nonurgent health care
issues, and be directed to credible websites spon-
sored by nationally recognized health care
experts. Of the consumers surveved, 96 percent
said that if their local hospitals had such features,
they would use the website.

When asked whether such a site might influ-
ence their hospital preference, 73 percent said
that it would to some degree affect their deci-
sions. The study concludes that hospitals with
great websites can anticipate making a strong
positive impact on consumers’ thinking.

Besides creating a positive preference, a hospi-
ral website can also leverage and extend the basic
mission of the organization. In the past two
vears, 11 million Americans who helped a loved
one deal with illness said their use of the Internet
played a crucial role in that experience. Another
tour million said that the Internet helped them
cope with major illnesses of their own. *

A site that provides the information and ser-
vices that health care consumers find valuable will
also help the facility attract new patients and rein-
torce the lovalty of old ones. Hospital leaders
should evaluate their current website from a con-
sumer’s perspective. Does it provide detailed
information about a health condition? Does it
explain the organization’s services and programs
in detail?

I7’s A WomeN's WoRLD ONLINE

Women have always plaved key roles in health
care decision making. Today more women than
men make use of the Internet. According to one
estimate, the ratio of female to male users is three
to two.” The average woman who goes online
regularly is married, in her thirties, and a member
of a houschold with a higher-than-average
income."

Hospital leaders should note that 90 percent of
the women who use online services also consider
themselves to be their family’s primary health care
decision maker.” Seventy-two percent of women
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who go online have sought out health informa-
tion, as compared with 51 percent of the men
who do so.®

Contrary to conventional wisdom, women
who are mothers on average now spend more
time online than teenagers do. And those moth-
ers who have the least amount of free time—thar
is, single mothers and those with three or more
children—go online more often than others.”
Eighty-cight percent of all mothers who are
Internet users have done so seeking health infor-
mation." This fact should interest any health care
organization wanting to serve families. Busy
women turn to the Web because it saves time and
is convenient. Hospital leaders should keep this
in mind when thinking about website design.

A hospital website is most likely to attrace the
atrention of those women who are seeking infor-
mation pertaining to an issue affecting them or
tamily members. Hospitals should pay close
attention to the needs and preferences of women
when developing online information and services.
Indeed, they should consider creating a special
site section that provides in-depth information
geared to women's needs.

Puysicians Emarace THE WEB

Almost half of U.S. physicians report that the
Web has had a major impact on the way they
practice medicine.' The Internet’s rising influ-
ence on clinical medicine has, among the 78 per-
cent of doctors who use the Web, sparked an
increase in both the frequency of use and the
amount of time they spend.

The amount of time that the average physician
uses the Web has jumped from 4.3 hours a week
in 1997 to about 10 hours a week today.
Although vounger physicians tend to use the
Web more than older ones, the number of older

doctor-users is increasing. In 2001, 65 percent of

docrors aged 60 years or more used the Web,
compared with 43 percent the vear before.

Incidentally, physicians specializing in obstet-
rics/gynecology and internal medicine tend to
provide more online services than other specialists
do.

Physicians are using the Internet both to gain
medical knowledge and to ecmbrace online tools
that enhance patient care, such as electronic pre-
scribing, online communication with patients,
and the use of electronic medical records. Even
so, doctors’ use of online services still lags behind
what their patients desire. According to one
study, 90 percent of health care consumers using
the Web say they would like to be able to com-
municate with their physicians online.” They say,
tor example, that they would like to be able to ask
their doctors questions, schedule appointments,
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get prescriptions renewed, and receive the results
of medical tests.

Hospital leaders, recognizing that many physi-
cians are interested in learning how they could
use the Internet in their practices, should take a
leadership role vis-a-vis their medical staffs by
helping them to utilize web services. They should
also consider asking physicians to help evaluate
the information and content provided on the
hospital website.

A MoRe DIVERSE INTERNET ComMuNITY

Internet use among the nation’s Hispanic popu-
lation grew by 19 percent last vear—a rate three
times the size of the growth among non-Hispanic
users.” Today Hispanics constitute 11 percent of
the total ULS. online population.

Internet use has also grown considerably
among people who live in low-income house-
holds. In even the lowest (less than 515,000
annually), one in four people now use the
Internet.” And the growth in Internet use in rural
arcas has recently been so strong that it now
matches the national average.”

Hospital leaders should make sure that the
facility’s website is designed to serve a broad
audience, parts of which have special needs. They
should, for example, consider putting at least
portions of the site’s content in languages other
than English. Recognizing that lower income
families are now online, they should provide
information programs, services, and policies that
help low-income families.

Starf Recruiming Goes Dicita

The growing shortage of registered nurses and
other professionals is a great threat to the
nation’s health care system. For example, most
hospitals report that vacancy rates for RNs, phar-
macists, and imaging technologists are increas-
ing.'* Increasing as well are the costs of recruiting
new professionals and of temporary stafting until
these positions are filled.

As it happens, those professionals are increas-
ingly turning to the Internet when they look for
new positions.!” On an average day, more than
four million Americans go online to look for a
job. This represents a 60 percent increase in
online job hunters in the past two vears. One
tourth of all Internet users who changed jobs in
the past two years said it played a crucial role in
their job search. Two-thirds of American women
who work outside the home have used the
Internet to learn about carcer advancement and
almost half have used the Internet to find a job."

Hospital leaders should be aware that as more
people go online in search of a job, the Internet is

Continued on page 56
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proving to be a very cost-eftective means of attracting new talent. Today the aver-
age cost of recruiting a new staft member via a website is much lower than the tra-
ditional methods."”

Leaders interested in improving their facilities” recruiting should look closely at
the online recruiting centers of Fortune 500 companies.” Most of these organiza-
tions have created online recruiting centers that recognize and cater to the needs
of job seckers. Most job seckers want a website to give them some sense of the
organization’s culture, for example. Recent graduates tend to prefer to deal with
companies whose online recruiting centers have special sections for new and
recent graduates. Knowing this should be usctul for hospitals tryving to attract
graduate nurses and imaging technologists.

An effective online recruiting center can both improve recruiting and reduce
recruiting costs. Hospital leaders should make sure their sites include a strong
career opportunities center. This center should be designed to help job seckers
understand and relate to the organization’s mission and culture. And, of course,
the site should also make it casy for interested job seekers to actually apply online
for jobs. o
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HEART OF CHAPLAINCY
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who were involved infrequently.”*
Such research shows how involve-
ment in religious or spiritual activities
can help patients cope with their ill-
nesses. However, just as religious cop-
ing and congregational /parish sup-
port ¢an greatly enhance a sick per-
son’s quality of life, they can also be
harmful. “My pastor says if I had
enough faith, I wouldn’t be in this
mess,” bemoaned a terminally ill can-
cer patient. “It I suffer, then I can be
forgiven and will make it to heaven,”
said an elderly Roman Catholic as he
refused his pain medication. “I can’t
talk about my doubts; 1 am the pastor
and my parishioners would not under-
stand,” a dving 40-vear-old clergyman
whispered teartully. Other patients
speak of their illness as God’s punish-
ment or God’s will. Such spiritual dis-
tress affects the patient’s quality of life.
Perhaps the most important act of
healing a chaplain can perform is to
empower the patient or tamily member
to access his or her own spiritual and
religious coping strategies. “Healing,”
says one writer, “is the humble but also
very demanding task of creating and
offering a friendly empty space where
strangers can reflect on their pain and
suffering without fear, and find the
confidence that makes them look for
new ways right in the center of their
confusion.”” This is both the heart and
challenge of chaplaincy. o
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