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Introduction

eHealth (electronic health) is the use of the latest interactive computer 

technologies to improve health and health care services. It is widely used by 

health consumers/patients and increasingly by hospitals, doctors� of�ces and 

employers as a way to improve health outcomes and quality of care. We are 

only starting to understand how these tools can be used most effectively to 

accomplish these objectives. 

Since 2002, the Health e-Technologies Initiative (HETI), a national 

program of the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation (RWJF), has been 

supporting research in eHealth to �nd out how eHealth tools can help 

patients and consumers who use them. We believe, and there is some 

evidence to support, that technology can help consumers improve their 

personal health and that of their loved ones, as well as receive better health 

care services.

RWJF�s October 2007 Issue Brief, Improving Quality Health Care: The Role of 

Consumer Engagement, offers three ways to make the health care system 

more consumer-friendly, with the hope of improving the quality of care that 

people receive:

�	Help consumers become more connected to their well-being by 
encouraging them to become informed about choices that affect their care 
and quality of life.

�	Make sure consumers have the tools and skills that will allow them to be 
con�dent in the choices they make. 

�	Urge doctors, nurses and other health care providers to encourage 
consumers to become active participants in their own care (to the extent 
they desire).
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eHealth has the potential to assist in the achievement of these activities.  

This Guide can help groups who are considering the use of eHealth by:

�	introducing the concept of eHealth, and

�	encouraging the use of effective eHealth programs in projects that support  
quality health care.

The Guide is designed to provide community decision-makers �

�	consumer advocates

�	public health, policy and government staff

�	developers of eHealth programs

�	employer representatives from human resources and  
employee health programs

�	disease management and wellness companies, and

�	health plan staff involved in health promotion

� with a basic understanding of eHealth, as well as additional resources 

to connect with for more detailed information as you develop eHealth 

programs. Throughout the Guide, you will �nd practical �things to keep 

in mind� as you consider using eHealth tools within your communities. In 

addition, HETI can be a source of assistance and information to you.
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The Technologies 

There are a variety of technologies that can be used by consumers to access 

eHealth �programs� (also called �applications� or �interventions�). 

Technologies are advancing, becoming faster, more compact and more  

cost-ef�cient every day. Some examples of current technologies include:

World Wide Web/Internet � a network of electronic pages that display 
text and/or graphics and can be accessed through personal computers, cell 
phones and Personal Digital Assistants (PDAs);

Interactive Video � a video program and personal computer program  
that work together and are controlled by one or more people; 

Interactive Voice Response Systems (IVRS) � a telephone-based 
application that allows people to use their voice and/or a telephone keypad 
to communicate with a central computer; 

Kiosk � a stand-alone unit with a touchscreen or keyboard that houses an 
interactive computer system;

Wireless Networks � the use of airwaves rather than wires to  
transmit information;

Personal Digital Assistant (PDA) � a portable hand-held device  
that allows people to store and retrieve information and, often,  
access the Internet;

Mobile Computing Devices � Internet-enabled wireless cell phones  
and PDAs;

Remote Disease Monitoring Devices � equipment designed to 
measure physical functioning, such as blood pressure monitors, heart rate 
monitors, blood sugar measuring devices (glucometers), weight scales, etc;

eTablet � a touchscreen computer that is operated with a digital pen or 
�ngertips, instead of a keyboard or computer mouse;

Compact Disc (CD) � a plastic disc that can store data, including eHealth 
programs, to be read by personal computers and other devices;
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Digital Video Disc (DVD) � similar to a CD, but it can store larger 
amounts of data, such as a movie; and

Interactive Games � the use of video games to educate people and 
promote healthy behaviors.

Some examples of how these technologies can be employed include:

�	 �nding out how well a speci�c doctor follows medical guidelines for care,

�	 determining the quality of care provided by a speci�c hospital,

�	 increasing physical activity by participating in interactive video games,

�	 communicating with health care providers through secure e-mails,

�	 researching disease-speci�c online communities,

�	 getting access to a loved-one�s electronic medical record to assist in his/her 
care management, and

�	 learning to quit smoking, lose weight, better control diabetes, lower 
cholesterol, lower blood pressure and seek health and lifestyle advice. 

Seven major themes arose as we began researching how to use eHealth 

interventions to engage consumers, and thus became the framework for this 

Guide. Read on to learn more about:

�	 Identifying and Engaging Your Audience

�	 Activating People to Use eHealth Tools

�	 Cultural and Linguistic Competency/Design

�	 Facing Literacy Challenges

�	 Introducing Technology to Unfamiliar Audiences

�	 How to Determine the Quality of Information on the Internet

�	 Finding Resources
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Identifying and Engaging  
Your Audience

eHealth holds great promise, but it is important to understand both  

its possibilities AND limits. 

What We Know…

People want clear and simple messages delivered in a convenient, appealing 

way, preferably at low or no cost. Ideally, they also want it tailored to their 

speci�c needs, interests and situations while maintaining their anonymity. 

The Basics in Capturing Your Audience

As you research your potential users, you will �nd that they have varying 

levels of education and motivation. Some will want only information while 

others are looking only for support. Some will have little or no experience 

using technology of any kind, and some will be very sophisticated. 

Clearly de�ne who you are trying to reach and tailor messages to increase 

their interest in using eHealth tools to actively manage their own health care. 

Determine what things may get in the way of people�s desire to use 

technology (for example, no computer or Internet access, no previous 

computer experience), and �nd ways to solve these problems.

Make sure that the language you use to capture your audience is theirs, not 

yours. Understand that not everyone sees themselves as a �consumer� of 

healthcare and that the term �eHealth� may not be well understood by those 

you are trying to reach.

Build a relationship with future eHealth users and allow them to tell you what 

they need, like and dislike in their own words. Ask them to help you design 

and test the tools you�re creating and keep their preferences a priority as you 

develop the program. 

�We�re most successful 

when we make the 

research real and employ 

people early on in the 

development process. 

The end result is often 

something that we, 

the scientists, never 

could have developed 

ourselves. Constant, 

repeated feedback within 

partnerships results in a 

better design.� 

Dr. M. Chris Gibbons
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Activating People  
to Use eHealth Tools

Learn what your users want and need BEFORE introducing any eHealth 

application. Be prepared for some users to take the tool and run with it, 

while others may need more convincing. 

Your audience members must see the VALUE in your eHealth application; 

otherwise it will not be worth their time and trust. 

Ways to boost the use of eHealth programs:

�	 Keep your tools quick and easy to use. Overly complicated tools will 
frustrate your users. Those that �t into patients� busy lives are more  
likely to be used.

�	 Make sure your users are being realistic about what the tools can and  
can�t do to improve their health.

�	 Let users share information with one another. Provide an opportunity  
for users to give each other emotional and technical support. In addition,  
you can encourage users to share their experiences with other people 
(peers, family, coaches, guides, healthcare personnel), and foster ways  
for this larger group to interact with each other. 

�	 Avoid �surprises� like hidden costs and the need for expensive software.  
Take a look at current trends to make sure you are not choosing a 
technology that may become outdated in the near future.

�	 Include messages and information that consumers can actually apply  
to their day-to-day lives. For example, if you are providing information  
on healthy eating, feature shopping lists and recipes that can be  
prepared quickly and where ingredients are readily available. 

�	 If your tool is to be used within a clinical setting, make sure it will not 
interfere with work �ow or create more work for the staff.

�Why is it that we are all 

willing to shell out, on 

average, $43/month for 

cell phone service? If we 

can make eHealth tools 

this compelling then I think 

we�ve got a winner.� 

Dr. Huong Nyguen
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Cultural and Linguistic 
Competency/Design

Respect your audience members, their values, their situations, and their 

cultural beliefs. Understand that different cultures have different ways 

of learning and communicating. It may be necessary to develop multiple 

versions of your eHealth application tailored to the needs/interests of speci�c 

groups. eHealth applications can be easily adapted to provide tailored 

programs and materials.

What Does Your Audience Need?

�	 Make sure that a representative sample of your target audience has 
reviewed, tested, and preferably been involved in the development of your 
eHealth application. Programs should take into account various age,  
socio-economic, educational, racial, ethnic, cultural, gender, sexual 
orientation, abilities and language differences in order to fully engage the 
consumers they are trying to reach.

�	 Be certain that anything you develop is easy to use. It may be tempting to 
create something �ashy, but it could ultimately make your eHealth tool too 
complicated. Usability testing is a must.

�When we designed 

the �characters� for 

our Internet program, 

we paid attention to 

body types, hairstyles, 

personalities, and likes/

dislikes regarding diet 

and physical activity. We 

also included different 

family structures; there 

were two-parent families, 

there were one-parent 

families, there was a 

family where an aunt was 

highly involved with the 

character�s family. We 

tried to re�ect family 

situations the study 

participants may have  

at home.� 

Dr. Debbe Thompson


