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 Much has been written about helping physicians embrace 
the tools of the information age for better patient care and 
office management. But are our patients ready for this 
kind of change? Are your patients ready? And how would 

you know? Our practice struggled with this dilemma. Using the Inter-
net to communicate with patients sounded wonderful, but a significant 
number of our patients are poor, elderly, uninsured or handicapped. 
We did not want to cross the digital divide only to leave some patients 
behind – those unable to access a computer.

To find out whether our patients were willing and able to use e-mail 
and various Web-based programs to communicate with our practice, 
we designed a simple survey (shown on page 27). It can be adapted for 
use by any practice that wishes to explore the use of electronic commu-
nication with patients.

Creating the survey

Our practice is staffed by residents and faculty from the University  
of Tennessee College of Medicine and is associated with a suburban 
hospital in Memphis, Tenn. Our patient demographics are as follows:

• About 70 percent of our patients are covered by one of the man-
aged care organizations participating in TennCare, our state Medicaid 
program. The remaining patients are mostly Medicare beneficiaries or 
are uninsured.

• Fewer than 10 percent of our patients have traditional employer-
provided health care plans.

• About 50 percent of our patients are African American or Hispanic.
• Fewer than 10 percent of our patients have completed college.
• Many of the women in our practice are single parents, and most 

of them are enrolled in the Women, Infants and Children program or 
similar assistance programs. ➤	
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We wondered whether these patients had 
access to the Internet, where they accessed the 
Internet, which Internet resources were avail-
able to them, and whether they were interested 
in communicating with us via e-mail or trans-
ferring part of their health care online.

These questions led to the creation of our 
survey. We distributed the survey to adult 
patients in our practice’s waiting area. We 
found this strategy to be effective and would 
recommend it to other practices. Our goal 
was to collect 150 to 200 responses, and we 
received 205 completed surveys in all. 

What we learned

The results of our informal survey showed that 
the majority of our patients have access to the 
Internet and e-mail:

• 51 percent of respondents have Internet 
access at home.

• 47 percent have e-mail access at home.
• 30 percent rely on friends or family  

(outside their home) for Internet access.
• 15 percent share e-mail accounts with 

friends or family.
• Only 12 percent neither use nor have 

access to the Internet or e-mail. These are  
the patients at risk of being left behind in a 
digital world.

Overall, we were pleased to learn that 88 
percent of our patients are able to access the 

Internet or e-mail either at home, through a 
public facility, or through family or friends. 
We had anticipated a much lower number. 
We were also impressed that 78 percent of 
patients with Internet access (either at home 
or elsewhere) expressed interest in using some 
form of electronic communication either to 
contact our office or to receive health-related 
information from our office.

Acting on the numbers

The results of our survey convinced us  
that patients are ready to begin using the 
Internet to communicate with our practice. 
The patients we surveyed were enthusiastic 
about receiving appointment reminders by 
e-mail, scheduling appointments online and 
receiving test results electronically, and we  
are planning to offer each of these services  
in the near future.

If your practice hasn’t begun using the 
Internet to connect with patients, a survey 
such as ours is a great starting point. If you 
already use electronic communication with 
patients, a patient survey can help you refine 
your approach. You might be surprised, as we 
were, to discover that many of your patients 
use public Internet and e-mail resources or 
share them with others. It’s important to 
know this so that you can design protocols 
for dealing with private or protected health 
information in electronic communication. 
Your survey results will also help you identify 
the services your patients want (e.g., online 
appointment scheduling versus an electronic 
practice newsletter). 

You can conduct the survey again in the 
future to see whether their interests have 
changed. By doing so, you will stay up-to-date 
on your patients’ level of comfort with the 
Internet and encourage them to cross the  
digital divide. 

Send comments to fpmedit@aafp.org.
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Survey of patient Internet/E-mail Capability and Interest

Do you have access to the Internet at your home or place of residence?

	 ❍ Yes	 ❍ No	 ❍ Not sure

Do you have an e-mail account?

	 ❍ Yes	 ❍ No	 ❍ Not sure

Do you have access to the Internet through a friend or relative?

	 ❍ Yes	 ❍ No	 ❍ Not sure

Do you use a friend or relative’s e-mail account?

	 ❍ Yes	 ❍ No	 ❍ Not sure

Do you use a public facility (such as the public library) for Internet access?

	 ❍ Yes	 ❍ No	 ❍ Not sure

If we could provide medical information to you via e-mail or the Internet, would you be interested?

	 ❍ Yes	 ❍ No	 ❍ Not sure

Please indicate the services that interest you (check all that apply):

	 ❍ Receiving laboratory and X-ray results by e-mail

	 ❍ Scheduling appointments online

	 ❍ Receiving appointment reminders by e-mail

	 ❍ Managing medication refills by e-mail

	 ❍ Receiving e-mail reminders to pick up prescriptions

	 ❍ Receiving answers to brief medical questions by e-mail

	 ❍ Accessing copies of your personal medical record online

	 ❍ Accessing information about our office via a practice Web site

	 ❍ Receiving a health newsletter or health tips by e-mail

Other (please write in your suggestion or comment):

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________  

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________  

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________  

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 	

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________  

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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