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Computer Objective: To determine use, appreciation and effectiveness of an electronic health
communication information support system in head and neck (H&N) cancer care.

Design: A prospective evaluation study. The evaluated system has four different
functions: (1) communication amongst health care providers and between health
care providers and patients, (2) information for health care providers and patients,
(3) contact with fellow sufferers and (4) monitoring of discharged patients by means
of electronic questionnaires. Evaluation of the system was done both objectively
using automatically created log files and stored messages, and subjectively by using
Telemedicine paper questionnaires from patients and general practitioners (GPs).

Setting: Department of Otorhinolaryngology and Head and Neck Surgery of a tertiary
health care centre in the Netherlands. The system was put at patients’ disposal for
a period of 6 weeks following discharge from the hospital after surgery for H&N
cancer, and was additional to standard care.

Participants: Head and neck cancer patients, hospital physicians, members of a
hospital-based support team, GPs, district nurses and speech therapists.

Main outcome measures: Actual use of the system by patients and health care
providers. Patients’ appreciation for each of the system’s four different functions.
GPs’ appreciation for the system. Capability to detect potential patient problems
with the system.
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Results: The system was used by 36 H&N cancer patients, 10 hospital physicians, 2
members of the support team, 8 GPs, 2 district nurses and 2 speech therapists. The
total number of patient-sessions was 982: an average of 27.3 sessions per patient
during the 6 weeks study period.

In total, 456 monitoring questionnaires were completed. The support team in hospital
responded with 231 actions. In 16 cases, an extra appointment was made for a patient
with the hospital physician. Out of these cases, immediate action was considered
necessary eight times.

Patients appreciated the system highly, rating it with an average score of 8.0 on a
10-point scale. All patients used the monitoring function, and rated ‘monitoring’ with
a mean score of 8.0 on a 10-point scale. Least used and appreciated was the ‘contact
with fellow sufferers’ function.

Only 8 out of possible 36 GPs used the system, rating it with an average of 5.6 on a
10-point scale.

Conclusions: The electronic health information support system was used intensively
and highly appreciated by H&N cancer patients. The system enabled the early detec-
tion of occurring health problems that required direct intervention. ICT can play an
additional role in the management of patients, also in a relatively elderly and com-

puter illiterate patient population.
© 2005 Elsevier Ireland Ltd. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

Many researchers have argued that Information and
Communication Technology (ICT), in principle, is
able to solve the communication and co-ordination
needs of health care [1,2]. However, adequate
evaluation of most ICT-projects in health care is
lacking [3], and ‘research goals are often limited
to proving the feasibility of implementing new
technology’ [4]. Besides, evaluation of ICT in
health care is generally considered as complex [5].

In head and neck (H&N) cancer care, many infor-
mation and communication bottlenecks exist [6,7].
A well-recognised problem in multidisciplinary H&N
cancer care is that as many as twenty different
disciplines may be involved in the management
of a patient [6]. When many care providers are
involved, inter professional communication often is
sub-optimal [8]. As a result, care is rarely function-
ally integrated [9]. Especially the period following
discharge is a communication ‘pitfall’: the patient
is transferred from a well looked after hospital bed
to the home environment, where the care providers
usually have little experience in H&N cancer.

Based on an analysis of the information and
communication bottlenecks in H&N cancer care
we designed, and subsequently built, an electronic
health information support system [10].

In this paper, we report the actual use of the
system. We focus on two questions. First, we
assessed patient involvement by investigating the
use and appreciation of the system by the patients.
Second, we explored whether the system enabled
the early detection of potential health problems

of patients who were discharged from the hospital
after surgery for H&N cancer.

2. Methods

2.1. Functional description of the
electronic health information support
system

Prior to the study, we developed an electronic
health information support system for H&N cancer
patients and their health care providers. The sys-
tem was designed to:

1. facilitate communication between all involved
health care providers and between health care
providers and patients;

2. provide information to health care providers
and patients;

3. facilitate contact with fellow sufferers;

4. facilitate the early detection of patient
problems by means of monitoring.

Access to the functions ‘communication’ and
‘monitoring’ was restricted to authorised users
only, whereas the functions ‘information’ and ‘con-
tact with fellow sufferers’ were readily accessible
to anyone with access to the Internet.

In this paper, only a limited description of the
system’s functionality is given. For an extensive
description of this system, including an overview
of the bottlenecks in H&N cancer care, and con-
siderations on the protection of patient data see:
[10].
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