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First introduced by medical industry leaders and marketers, the term e-health has been used
to convey the optimistic promise of using Internet-related technology to improve health. There
remains a great deal of ambiguity with regard to what e-health means. Part of the uncertainty
in finding a precise definition lies in the word health, which generally refers to an outcome
rather than a specific object or activity. According to the World Health Organization (1948),
“Health is a state of complete physical, mental and social well-being and not merely the
absence of disease or infirmity” (p. 1). The term e-health does not lend itself to a common
definition, and scholars have liberally defined it in a variety of ways specific to the function
that the term serves in the context of its use. This variety of definitions contributes to the
ambiguity as well as to the richness and complexity of the concept.

This entry does not attempt to provide a specific definition for e-health. Rather, it serves to
provide a broad overview of what e-health can mean in a variety of contexts. e-Health can
refer to (a) traditional health care enabled through Internet-related technologies, (b) health-
related information and support available online, and (c) behavioral health interventions
designed to be transmitted via Internet-related technologies. However, these categories are
not exhaustive as the concept continues to evolve to encompass newer forms of technology.

Traditional Health Care Enhanced Through Internet-Related Technologies

Thus far, the dominant way in which e-health has been conceptualized, understood, and
studied is through the perspective of the various ways by which Internet-related technologies
have enhanced traditional health care as a process. The focus is on the various Internet-
related technologies, their affordances, and their impacts on the traditional health care
process such as cost-effectiveness, efficiency, and patient health outcomes. Three main
categories of e-health technologies have been implemented and assessed: (1) storage,
management, and transmission of data; (2) clinical decision-making support; and (3)
facilitation of health care over distances.

In the first category, the technologies that enable the storage, management, and transmission
of data consist mainly of electronic health records and picture-archiving systems. Electronic
health records refer to a system where patient health care information is collected, sometimes
over time, and shared through an integrated information system. Picture-archiving systems
refer to information systems that allows for the archival and distribution of digitized medical
images, such as radiographs.

The second category encompasses technologies that support clinical decision making. These
include computerized provider order entries, such as e-prescribing, and computerized
decision support systems. For instance, computerized order entry systems can refer to
technological frameworks that enable physicians to communicate with laboratories and other
clinicians to facilitate the exchange of laboratory test results, radiographs, and referrals.
Likewise, e-prescribing allows physicians to transmit prescriptions to pharmacies. Last,
computerized decision support systems refer to software applications that help physicians
diagnose and treat patients. These applications allow physicians either to have easy access to
the latest relevant medical information for accurate diagnoses and treatments (passive
computerized decision support system) or to input patient-specific data, logical mechanisms,
and outputs, in order to generate patient-specific diagnoses and treatments (active
computerized decision support system).

Finally, the use of technologies to facilitate health care and clinical consultation remotely, also
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called telemedicine, is another way to augment traditional health care. According to Joseph
Kvedar, Molly Joel Coye, and Wendy Everett, telemedicine is a cost-effective health care
option, compared with face-to-face care. The operationalization of telemedicine can take
several different forms, such as the use of interactive and live videos, live and asynchronous
chats, and emails, all of which can be used for physicians to provide consultation and
diagnoses, recommend treatment plans, and prescribe medicine. Patients can also send
health indicators such as blood pressure and heart rate to health care providers through
specialized devices. Unlike the previous two categories of e-health technological frameworks,
which focus on streamlining information flow on the health care providers’ end, telemedicine is
focused on achieving desired health outcomes on the patient end. Telemedicine services
include gap service coverage such as nighttime radiology, urgent services such as stroke or
burn services, as well as regular consultation over distances.

Health-Related Information and Usability Support

In addition to e-health being understood from the perspective of technological enhancements
to existing structures of health care provision, it also involves the increasing amount of health
information being made available online on websites such as MedlinePlus, WebMD,
healthfinder.gov, and LIVESTRONG.COM. This increase in health information is equaled by
the demand for online health information. A 2007 study of seven countries in Europe by Hege
Andreassen and colleagues found that 71% of Internet users had used the Internet for health
purposes, with 52% having read about health or illnesses online, 37% having looked up
information to prepare for a doctor’s appointment, and 44% having looked up information after
an appointment. The Pew Research Center reported in 2014 that 72% of Internet users in the
United States have searched for health information online.

Social support networks enabled through online support groups have also been garnering
greater use. Specifically, 16% of Internet users in the United States have looked online for
others who have similar concerns, according to the Pew Research Center. One of the reasons
why users utilize online social support networks for health is that it helps people better cope
with various health conditions that they may suffer from. Online social support is especially
promising in helping patients suffering from mental health illnesses. Some researchers have
found that information provided on these online forums tends not to be based on science but
on social media sources, including opinions and personal experience. Scholars have called
for greater participation by health professionals to increase the reliability of health information
found online.

The proliferation of health information available via health websites and online support groups
points to a need to educate Internet users so that they can distinguish between websites with
high-quality health information and those with information of poor quality. Traditionally, health
literacy, as a set of health information processing skills, has been used to assess the
competency of an individual with regard to assessing health information. However, other
scholars have called for a different type of competency that addresses online health
information specifically. e-Health literacy is a skill that is needed to successfully navigate and
apply e-health resources to people’s lives. Defined as the “ability to seek, find, understand,
and appraise health information from electronic sources and apply the knowledge gained to
addressing or solving a health problem” (Norman & Skinner, 2006), e-health literacy is critical
for individuals seeking valid and reliable health information in a web-based context. e-Health
literacy is unique in that it is a specific form of literacy that arises from a number of core
human competencies. These include context-independent literacies, such as traditional,
media, and information literacy, and context-specific literacies, such as health, scientific, and
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computer literacy.

e-Health as a Platform for Health Promotion Interventions

A final way to conceptualize e-health is to view it as a new medium for the communication of
behavioral change programs. Traditionally, health behavior change interventions (e.g., public
antismoking campaigns, healthier eating campaigns, and exercise campaigns) tended to be
top-down, consisting of interest groups, experts, or the government disseminating messages
to the public in hopes of changing behaviors that can help prevent the onset of various
diseases. The arrival of Internet-related technologies has enabled greater customization,
interactivity, and contextuality, which can lead to greater personal engagement, customized
and on-demand information, extensive dissemination of messages, and social support
networks. These affordances allow intervention designers to tap further into core
psychological drivers in behavioral science such as self-efficacy, attitudes, and social norms,
in order to encourage behavior change and adoption. Researchers are examining the efficacy
of e-health interventions, with some studies having garnered promising evidence for its
application in the context of managing somatic diseases.

See also Cyberwellness; Health Care and the Internet; Telemedicine
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