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Background information

In 2012, the European Commission published an action plan that set out the obstacles to the full use of digital solutions in Europe's healthcare systems. This plan is now being implemented under the title "eHealth Action Plan 2012-2020 – Innovative healthcare for the 21st century"
.

The aim, of the plan is 

· to improve health care for the benefit of patients, 

· to give patients more control over their treatment and 

· to cut costs. 

eHealth, which includes telemedicine and mHealth, is defined as follows by the WHO: eHealth is the transfer of health resources and health care by electronic means. It encompasses three main areas:
· The delivery of health information, for health professionals and health consumers, through the internet and telecommunications.
· Using the power of IT and ecommerce to improve public health services, e.g. through the education and training of health workers.
· The use of ecommerce and ebusiness practices in health systems management.
Justification

Patients and healthcare professionals are using telemedicine applications and are downloading smartphone apps to monitor their health and wellbeing. However, there is the need to make use of reliable and officially approved sources 

Professionals, particularly GPs, play a key role in healthcare systems and high-quality information is essential if we want to have well-informed medical professionals who can meet the healthcare needs of the EU population
Proposals/Recommendations

The designs of national databases need to be user-friendly and widely accessible database, including  also options for audio and video data. It must be possible to request and view information using any kind of device (PC, tablet, smartphone, etc.).

It important to find user-centred solutions to make sure people with lower levels of education and infrequent internet users can also have access to information. Information for the visually impaired must be made available in the way most appropriate, for example in larger print or as audio data and "simplified language" versions. Videos, possibly with sign language, could be produced to demonstrate the proper use of medical appliances (such as asthma sprays) to the deaf.

Electronic distribution of product information needs to be approved by drug licensing authorities which will also will further improve access. 

An electronic database of patient information leaflets (PILs) and technical information approved by health authorities (Summary of Product Characteristics – SPCs) should ensure the availability of up-to-date and targeted information on medicinal products in the language/s of the Member State (in the case of Malta Maltese and English)

Even though electronic access to information is considered to be important, it should be stressed that doctors (particularly GPs) and other healthcare professionals, such as pharmacists and nurses, are to remain the first point of contact for patients, providing them with recommendations regarding their ailments and treatment options.
The pharmaceutical industry should be responsible for accurate and up-to-date information on its products. The website/portal for officially approved information should be developed in close collaboration with all major stakeholders – 

· drug licensing authorities, 

· the pharmaceutical industry, which should operate and finance it, as well as 

· patient associations, 

· organisations representing people with disabilities and 

· healthcare professionals – in order to best meet requirements. 

Public receptiveness to the various options must be analysed and technical solutions tested by users to check that they work. Content must be presented in a way that enables adaptation to the individual needs of patients/citizens and must comprise all the information required by the relevant licensing documents or by law. 

To enable rapid feedback for all those involved, a possibility for users to evaluate the information (above all in terms of understandability) could be incorporated. Social media elements for presentation, dissemination and exchange could be used for this. 

Research must include structural questions about the testing of technical solutions in order to increase acceptance. Research is necessary to identify the best means of encouraging active learning and to   encourage people to make use of existing sources of information. 

The various educational institutions (universities, adult education centres, lifelong learning programs etc.) play an important role in strengthening the many skills involved – e.g., working with new technologies, getting involved and managing one's health in a socially beneficial way, and imparting social and technical expertise
Source EESC Opinion: INT 767 Towards Digital Health, Rapporteur: Ms Heinisch
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