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ABSTRACT

Aim: Sources for health information are continually growing and become easily accessible to the
public. The aim of the study was to investigate the sources of health information and the
satisfaction level with the sources among patients attending otolaryngology (ENT) outpatient clinics
in Israel.

Study Design: A structured questionnaire was given to patients attending ENT clinics at a tertiary
medical center.
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Place and Duration of Study: Department of Otolaryngology, Soroka university medical center
during the years 2011-2012.

Methodology: We included adult patients attending the otolaryngology clinic at our medical center
that agree to fulfill the questionnaire.

Results: 186 questionnaires were completed. 74% of the patients thought that prior information
would have helped them in their visit, 54% actually obtained information. Internet access was not
age or education-dependent. 71 patients consulted their family physician, 94% were satisfied. The
percentage of satisfaction from friends, medical leaflets, Internet, books and newspapers were
91%, 83%, 80%, 78% and 66%, respectively. 71% wanted to know more about their disease, 17%
to reduce anxiety, 7% to accept their disease and 5% to treat themselves. Among patients who did
not obtain information; 50% expected to get enough information at the visit, 17% did not think it was
important, 27% did not have time and 6% did not have information access.

Conclusions: Obtaining information prior to medical consultation is important to patients. The main
and best source is family physicians. The patient - doctor encounter is expected by patients to

provide information on their diseases.

Keywords: Questionnaire; outpatient clinic; health information; otolaryngology; word count: 1354.

1. INTRODUCTION

The health-related information sources are
important for physicians and health
administrators responsible for medical education.
Traditional sources like magazines, leaflets,
friends and relatives are gradually being replaced
by the electronic media such as television and
Internet [1,2].

It is well documented that better patient
information improves health care by improving
compliance, reducing anxiety levels and

improving doctor-patient relationship. Patients
who are well informed about prognosis and
treatment options are more likely to adhere to
their treatment plan and have better outcomes
[3,4,5]. However, unregulated and inaccurate
health information can have negative
implications. Vulnerable people may adopt
unproven and dangerous treatment options at
the expense of proven and safe conventional
ones [6,7].

Successful doctor-patient partnerships are based
on a knowledgeable well-informed patient who is
aware of his illness and the treatment options,
and who is ready for a shared decision-making
process with his consultant. It is therefore
important for medical practitioners to be familiar
with health information sources in order to
improve patient’'s cooperation and quality of
treatment.

Soroka Medical Center is a tertiary hospital that
provides medical consultation to most of the
southern region of Israel. Ear nose and throat
(ENT) clinics at Soroka are unique in that most of

the patients are being referred by their primary
physician or by another ENT for further
evaluation. This offers patients the opportunity to
search for medical information prior to their visit.

The purpose of our study is threefold: to describe
the sources for health information of patients
attending ENT outpatient clinics, to examine the
patients’ satisfaction from those sources and to
describe the reasons for obtaining health
information.

2. METHODS
2.1 Participants and Procedure

The study was conducted during the years 2011-
2012. The study was approved by the
institutional  ethics committee. A  detailed
structured questionnaire was given to all the
patients visiting the ENT outpatient clinics at the
Soroka University Medical Center. Potential
respondents were notified that participation is
voluntary and that the data will be used for
research purposes only. Measures included:
demographic details, whether health information
was obtained prior to the visit (yes/no), sources
for health information (family physician/ leaflets/
friends/ books/ newspapers/ Internet), reasons
for health information search (more knowledge
about the illness/reduce anxiety/ accept the
illness/ self-treatment). Patients who used an
information source were asked to grade their
satisfaction level from it (low, medium, high). The
questionnaire was administered in the two main
languages in Israel- Hebrew and Arabic.
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2.2 Statistic Analysis

Statistical analyses were carried out using PASW
statistics (version 18.0 for Windows). Chi-square
test and Student's t-test were used to evaluate
the differences between the groups. For each
test a p-value of less than 0.05 was considered
significant.

3. RESULTS

Of the 186 patients who completed the
questionnaire 60% were males. The mean age
was 32 years (SD=20). Seventy five percent
were Jews, 18% Bedouins and 7% were others.
Seventy-five percent were born in Israel, 11% in
the former Soviet Union, 6% in Europe, 7% in
northern Africa and 1% in other countries.
Twenty-two percent of the patients had post high
school education. One hundred and thirty six
(73%) patients had access to the Internet
whether at home or at work.

We divided the patients into three age groups:
under 40 years, 40-60 and above 60. The
number of patients who reported Internet
availability was similar in all age groups
(p=0.429). Fifty-four percent reported searching
for health information prior to the visit in the ENT
clinic. Seventy-three percent of the patients
thought that obtaining health information helped
them in their visit. The difference between
postgraduates and patients without academic
education in obtaining health information was not
statistically significant (P=0.309). Thirty-two
percent of the patients (71) consulted their family
physician; of those 94% (67) reported medium
and high satisfaction. Only 10% of the patients
(18) reported using leaflets as a source for health
information, of those 83% (15) had medium and
high satisfaction. Twelve percent of the patients
(22) consulted their friends; of those, 91% (20)
reported medium and high satisfaction. Eight
percent (14) consulted books prior to their visit;
of those 78% (11) reported medium or high
satisfaction. Six percent of the patients (12)
obtained medical information from newspapers;
66% (8) reported medium or high satisfaction.
Sixteen percent of the patients (30) used the
Internet; 80% (24) reported medium or high
satisfaction (Table 1).

The reasons to search for health information
were diverse; 71% (85) wanted to know more
about their disease, 17% (21) wanted to reduce
anxiety, 7% (8) in order to accept their disease
and 5% (6) for self-treatment (Fig. 1). Of those

who did not search for medical information prior
to their visit; 50% (53) thought they would receive
enough information at their visit, 27% (28) stated
lack of time as the main reason. 17% (18) did not
think it was necessary and 6% (6) stated they did
not have access to medical information.

Table 1. Sources of information and
satisfaction rates from each source among
patients attending ENT clinics in Israel

Information Number of Percentage of

source patients(n) patients reporting
medium & high
satisfaction rates
from the source (%)

Family 71(42.5%) 94

physician

Leaflets 18 (10.8%) 83

Friends 22 (13.2%) 91

Health 14 (8.4%) 78

related

books

Newspapers 12 (7.2) 66

Internet 30 (17.9%) 80

4. DISCUSSION

The availability of health information is increasing
steadily. In the US, 43% of the citizens with
Internet access used it to obtain health care
information [2,8]. Accurate information is useful
in improving patients’ understanding of their
medical condition while inaccurate information
can have devastating results [9]. Thus knowing
the main sources from which the patients receive
health information is important both to health
care providers and to health administrators.
Routing resources to encourage and strengthen
sources of medical information that are widely
used and considered to be reliable by a certain
population is required in contemporary medicine.

Otolaryngology is a diverse field and the patients
who are referred present a wide spectrum of
pathologies that overlap other fields in medicine
such as oncology, pediatric, family medicine, and
allergy. Therefore we assume that patterns of
acquiring health information, as were discovered
in our study, are somewhat similar to those
disciplines.

In our survey we have found that most people
believe that obtaining prior information helps in
their visit at the otolaryngology outpatient clinic.
More than 50% of the patients actively search for
health information, similar to what was reported
in the UK [2].
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Fig. 1. Reasons stated for obtaining health information among patients attending ENT clinics
in Israel

Family physicians were found to be the most
common source for health information and were
the most trusted. This important finding was
reported in other studies as well for example
among parents seeking online information for
pediatric cancer [10]. Especially today in the era
of multiple subspecialties and wide-ranging
health information sources, patients prefer a
trusted  professional  healthcare  provider
regardless of socioeconomic status [11].

Internet access was found to be available in
similar percentage in all age groups and
educational levels, however, only relatively few
patients utilized it. We think that this low
percentage may change after the ENT
consultation. Some patients are informed of the
need for further investigations or surgical
interventions which may urge them to seek
information. Newspapers were the least popular
sources and also had the lowest satisfaction rate.

Most of the patients searched for medical
information in order to know more about their
disease. Interestingly, the second reason was to
reduce anxiety. This finding may highlight the
emotional state of patients who attend the clinic.

Of those patients who did not seek medical
information, lack of access was the least
common reason. It seems that health information
is no longer available only for medical personnel
and is now easily accessible for most patients.
Half of the patients who did not obtain health
information expected to receive enough
information during their visit at the clinic. This

finding does not contradict the fact that most
patients seek health-related information.

Several studies have shown that Internet-based
information provided by health care professional
personnel could be an efficient source. In recent
years, the term “tailored web-based advice” was
coined to describe this new method of providing
information to the population [12,13].0ur study
demonstrates the leading role of the family
physician, in conjunction with other information
sources, in supplying medical information to
patients.

5. CONCLUSION

Prior acquisition of medical information is
believed to be important by most patients who
attend ENT outpatient clinics in Israel. The family
physician is the most common and reliable
source. Information transferred by a physician
who directs the patient to reliable web sites may
be the optimal method to supply health
information in the 21" century.
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