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As the best and the brightest among us race to realize the potential of
intelligent health IT, we must not lose sight of the person standing on the
other side of the finish line: the health care consumer.
Even the most advanced medical technology cannot change patient
behavior. But the right clinical data, filtered through smart technology,
and combined with tailored consumer messages, hold promise to do
exactly that. The key to success lies in harnessing available data and
translating it into actionable health intelligence that reaches beyond the
clinical encounter and into the hands and homes of consumers.
From Clinical to Consumer Decision Support
It’s widely recognized that clinical decision support (CDS) systems, when
well implemented, can improve patient safety and quality of care.1,2,3 CDS
promises to reduce medication errors and adverse drug events, identify
evidence-based gaps in care at the point of care, and signal opportunities
for interventions to improve patient adherence.2
Even the most
advanced medical
technology cannot
change patient
behavior.

In other words, we’ve given clinicians the tools to
do their jobs better, faster, and smarter. It’s time
we did the same for health care consumers. The
same analytics that drive clinical decision support
can be used to enhance consumer decision
support by presenting clinical data in ways that
consumers can understand and use.

Seeing Consumers as Collaborators
First, we need to reject assumptions about patients’ reluctance or inability
to be actively involved in their own health care. According to a recent
survey, patients’ interest in their medical records is prompted by a desire
to play an active, collaborative role in their care and share the information
with family and friends.4 Moreover, the same survey found that viewing
one’s health record frequently translates into care-related decisions and
actions, be it requesting specific care or changing self-care routines.4
(Clinicians take note: patients are more likely to view their medical
records in order to have detailed information about their health than to
check adequacy of care or seek out a second opinion.4)
Next, we need to identify consumer information needs related to
optimizing health decision-making and self-care. Consumers don’t just
want access to data; they want answers to questions. In this regard,
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studies have found marked differences between patient and practitioner
perceptions of patient information needs.5 Before we invest in digitizing,
personalizing, and delivering clinical data to consumers, let’s first make
sure we’re delivering the right information.
Finally, all of these efforts are in vain unless we abandon medical jargon
for plain, everyday language. Not only do consumers prefer familiar
words, they prefer less of them. Using short sentences and bullets
to break up text increases the likelihood that
consumers will read it.6 Promising practices from
the fields of health communication and health
Consumers don’t
IT suggest providing consumers with basic
just want access
information and enabling them to “drill down”
to data; they
for more details and related resources.6,7 Further
want answers to
research is needed to develop a user-centered
questions.
interface design for EHRs and related consumer
messages that reflect these principles.
Tailoring Content for Consumers
With the integration of clinical analytics, patient messages become
more relevant and actionable – and ultimately more effective. Tailoring
resources and information to consumers can go a long way toward
improving patient understanding and outcomes.8
The more personalized the information, the more relevant the message.
Consumer messages can be tailored based on a patient’s age, sex,
pregnancy or disease status, medication regimen, past medical history,
and even their readiness to modify their behavior (using stages of change
theory).9 Advances in technology also allow us to tailor the delivery
of health messages. With computer systems that integrate pharmacy,
medical, lab, and other health data, we have the potential to deliver
messages at optimal times, such as prescription pick-up or a few days
following an office visit.
Personalized information, however, is not enough to influence behavior
change. We cannot expect consumers to make decisions based on
medical records, lab results, and bits of parceled personal information.10
Nor can we expect consumers to accurately interpret information on
risk and infer the appropriate behavior in response. Consumers’ limited
understanding of probabilities and their difficulty reasoning about risk has
been well established.5,11 In order to be effective, clinical data needs to be
synthesized into concrete recommendations for consumers.
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When it comes to consumer messaging, we must first consider the
following questions:
• What are we asking patients to do?
• Are we giving them the information and tools to take action?

Using Clinical Analytics to Generate Consumer Messages
Sample Clinician Alert:
Patients with asthma who use a short-acting beta2-agonist inhaler
>2 days a week for symptom relief should be prescribed an inhaled
corticosteroid.

Sample Consumer Message:
You may need a new medicine to help keep your asthma under
control.
Our records show that you already use an inhaler to help you breathe
easier when your asthma acts up. This type of inhaler is called a
rescue (or beta2) inhaler.
You need another type of inhaler (called a steroid inhaler) to help
prevent asthma attacks. Use your steroid inhaler regularly, even if you
aren’t having trouble breathing.
Take Action:
• Talk with your doctor about a steroid inhaler to control your asthma.
• If you already have a steroid inhaler, be sure to use it regularly.
Follow the directions from your doctor or pharmacist.
• Keep using your rescue inhaler.
Courtesy of Anvita Health
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Evaluating the effectiveness of consumer messages in health care will
be challenging, just as it is challenging to quantify the benefits of an
empowered patient. Health professionals may disagree on whether the
primary goal is to provide understandable, usable information or to
promote behavior change. Both are important. Measures such as patient
satisfaction, perceived self-efficacy, patient activation, or engagement are
each relevant to an individual’s propensity to adopt healthy behaviors and
should be included in formative evaluation of EHR prototypes and other
health IT tools.7,8,12
Conclusion
We must first empower consumers to make healthy choices and
contribute to a more effective health care system before we can deliver
on the promise of health IT. Fortunately, we have both the opportunity
and the analytics to take this critical next step.
Stacy Robison, MPH, CHES, and Xanthi Scrimgeour, MHEd, CHES,
are co-founders of CommunicateHealth, Inc., a health education and
communications firm specializing in health literacy and user-centered
design.
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