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• CPD WORKSHOPS
First CPD accredited course 
about ePatients and
healthcare communications 
and social media

• GROUP AND INDIVIDUAL 
TRAINING
For the effective use of social 
media for health and science 
communication

• MONTHLY TWITTER CHAT
Moderate a monthly Twitter 
chat on #hcsmSA as well as 
for external organisations to
help crowdsource data

• SOCIAL MEDIA INFLUENCER 
PROGRAMS
Implement social media 
influencer programs 







ePatients in a sustainable
eHealth system?

Listen to stories first.



Video Credit: Stanford University Medicine X



Ten years of surgeries. Two years of infection during 2010 - 2012 
that wouldn’t go away.





One or two ways 
the internet 

played a major 
role towards my 

recovery

• I could send a compiled electronic medical 
record to a specialist overseas.

• Finding a doctor online. Very few had websites 
and social media accounts locally making it
almost impossible for me to navigate the system
and find the right experts, resulting in extra 
surgeries.

• A video consultation with the craniofacial expert 
in Boston enabled me to coordinate my team at 
home and make better decisions. 

• The understanding of what MRSA was through 
online research so I could take a greater part in 
participating to manage infection (e.g. IPC at 
home and in hospital, medication adherence, 
making sure I had fewer surgical interventions 
and complications by choosing my surgeons 
more carefully).



Patients can’t 
do this! 

It was not me 
directing my 

recovery

Patients are 
not intelligent 

enough

The general consensus is that patients aren’t able to manage their health 
and any access to data should remain forbidden, however my story is an 
example of what the internet already offered in 2012. 



What is an ePatient?



The internet was first made publicly available in 1991.



The internet gave everyone at all ages access to an information highway!
Any information we needed became a few clicks away!

Gone were the days of booking out the encyclopaedia at the library!



Yet, almost 3 decades later healthcare still believes that patients
having access to information to educate and empower themselves is 

a burden on the system





Because of this phenomenon in the 90’s, the term cyberchondriac was coined



IT WAS DOCUMENTED IN THE OXFORD
DICTIONARY

“A person who compulsively searches 
the internet for information about 

particular real or imagined symptoms of 
illness.” 

The term was in fact derived from two 
words as the internet emerged in medicine 

back in the 1990's which was 
cyber and hypochondriac.



Dr Tom Ferguson
American Researcher and Doctor
1943 - 2006

Started working on research and a white paper to study these 
new digital patients and coined the term ePatient.

He was an early advocate for patient empowerment
urging patients to assume control of their own
health and believed that the internet and other
digital technologies could be a way to do that. 





Dr Ferguson’s vision was that ePatients are hunters and gatherers of information and data.
That they could also be an asset to the health system, not a burden.



The 10 e’s of an ePatient

1. 
Empowered 2. Engaged 3. Equal 4. 

Emancipated

5. Educated 6. Evaluating 7.Expert 8.Enabled

9.Equipped 10. 
Electronic



E.g.: Consumers use mobile application reviews before making a purchase.
This helps them to evaluate a product or service provider. Patient communities,
social media conversations and forums are another way they evaluate information.

Evaluating ePatient

An evaluating patient uses 
various techniques to evaluate 
online resources or understands 
that data may not always be 
accurate



E.g.: Virtual and other types of immersive technologies increase engagement
through providing solutions that improve the patient’s experience or meet their
direct needs. Much of this is established through using user-centered design methods

Engaged ePatient

An engaged ePatient is a 
patient that participates
fully in using the technology
to generate quality data.

Good quality data input
means good quality output.



PATIENTS CAN EVOLVE WITH TECHNOLOGY
But can technology create ePatients alone? No. 



FEATURES CYBERCHONDRIAC E-PATIENT

Use digital technologies in their 
health management

yes yes

Use the internet with strategy no yes

Can deal with large volumes of 
information

no yes

Relationship with their doctor. 
Ask doctors opinion about online 
research before self-diagnosing

no yes

Can evaluate information no yes

Credit source: Dr Bertalan Mesko – Social Media in Clinical Practice - https://www.springer.com/gp/book/9781447143055

IS IT ENOUGH FOR PATIENT JUST TO BE DIGITAL?



Could patient-centered design make a difference? Yes
Good design can improve engagement, education and empowerment etc.



Doctor to patient relationship.
Could telling patients not to collect information and gather data 

electronically to manage their health be counterproductive to eHealth?







Are patients online in
South Africa?



If students can mobilize a protest in a few days which reaches global proportions 
through a single hashtag, we have to admit the internet is a powerful tool

Image credit: https://doc-research.org/2018/03/digitalisation-of-the-media-in-africa-prospects-for-change/



The general perception of healthcare is that patients are not online.
However, healthcare itself simply does not use these resources effectively.

By 2018 more than 54% of the South African population were online.
Image credit: www.wearesocial.com



South African citizens are social with close to 80% of the internet time spent on social media.
The argument still remains that South Africans don’t have access to video, however it’s the

third most popular online activity according to Google Market Insights.
Image resource: www.themediaonline.co.za/2017/11/changing-behaviour-of-online-consumers-across-

generations
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Can the internet be used to 
crowdsource patient ideas

so we can improve
design research?



Tweetchats are only one example of how social media can be used. Twitter is open source



Data can be sorted by users, hashtag, geolocation, relationships with others etc. 



Patient and professional communities indexed by hashtag. Image credit: Symplur.com



Event transcripts like those at #AfricaHealthExb can be recorded in real-time with a hashtag! 
Image credit: Symplur.com



“The most underutilised resource in all 
of health care is the patient.”

— Dave deBronkart




