Original Article

J Nepal Health Res Counc 2016 Sep - Dec;14(33):159-64

Electronic Health Literacy Skills among Medical and
Dental Interns at B P Koirala Institute of Health Sciences
Paras K Pokharel,1 Shyam Sundar Budhathoki,1 Hanoon P Pokharel2
1
2

School of Public Health and Community Medicine, B P Koirala Institute of Health Sciences, Dharan, Nepal,
University of New South Wales, Sydney, Australia.

ABSTRACT
Background: Appropriate use of the available electronic resources is important for decision making in health. The use
of electronic resources in health care is universal. The study measures the eHealth literacy skills among the medical and
dental interns of the B P Koirala Institute of Health Sciences (BPKIHS), Nepal.
Methods: Self administered electronic Health Literacy Scale (eHEALS) was used to collect data from 125 medical and
dental interns at BPKIHS. The interns represent immediate past medical student and soon to be professional doctor.
Results: A quarter of interns are not sure about the usefulness of internet resources for health.The interns have limited
knowledge about right resources in the internet. They are not equipped to tell useful resources from the not-useful
ones in the internet.
Conclusions: There is a need to pay attention to the eHealth Literacy needs of the interns. Further research may be
needed to generate evidence on what interventions may be specific to meet the ehealth literacy needs of the medical
and dental interns.
Keywords: e-Health Literacy; electronic resources in health; health information technology; health literacy in Nepal;
health literacy of intern.
INTRODUCTION

Institute of Health Sciences (BPKIHS), Nepal.

Health literacy is identified as a public health goal for the
new century.1,2 Electronic resources are important for
accessing information for decision making in health. The
use of electronic resources in medicine and biomedical
sciences by students and teachers is also increasing.3–6
Appropriate skills are needed to use the electronic
resources for learning and decision making.7
eHealth literacy is defined as,”the interplay of individual
and social factors in the use of digital technologies to
search, acquire, comprehend, appraise, communicate
and apply health information in all contexts of healthcare
with the goal of maintaining or improving the quality of
life throughout the lifespan”.8
There is limited information regarding ehealth literacy
from Asia9 and none was found in context of Nepal.
The study aims to measure the eHealth literacy skills
among the medical and dental interns of the B P Koirala

METHODS
We find it crucial to measure the eHealth literacy of
the health professionals.This is a cross-sectional study
conducted among the medical and dental interns
of B P Koirala Institute of Health Sciences (BPKIHS),
Dharan, Nepal. BPKIHS was chosen purposively for the
convenience of researchers. The study was conducted
from January 2015 till June 2015.
B P Koirala Institute of Health Sciences (BPKIHS)
is a public-funded, oldest and largest amongst
health sciences universities in Nepal. BPKIHS has a
multidisciplinary approach to deliver community based
health sciences curriculum for students. It contributes
towards strengthening the district health system through
its teaching district concept by collaborating with the
health facilities run by the government in the eastern
Nepal.10 Preliminary activities on e-learning are being
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carried out by the institute in eastern Nepal. BPKIHS has
a 700 bedded tertiary teaching hospital which serves as
a regional hospital in eastern Nepal.11
There were a total of 138 interns at the institute during
this period. We invited all the medical and dental
interns to participate in this study. The intern doctors
were chosen as they represent the immediate past
medical student and will soon be working as a fulltime professional doctor. The basic socio-demographic
characteristics of the respondents were collected.
We attempted to measure eHealth skills using the
electronic Health Literacy Scale (eHEALS). The
combined knowledge and perceived skills to find,
evaluate and apply health information regarding health
problems is measured by the eight item eHEALS tool.
It has two questions apart from the eight items which
rates the usefulness and importance of electronic
health resources. eHEALs is a validated tool to assess
the comfort and skills for using electronic resources
in health.12 Data were entered in Microsoft excel and
descriptive statistics was analysed using the Statistical
Package for Social Sciences (SPSS), version 17.0.
Ethical approval for conducting this study was taken
from the Institutional Review Committee (IRC) of B P
Koirala Institute of Health Sciences. Informed consent
was taken from the interns before administering the
questionnaire. Data reflecting personal identifications
(name, identification numbers) were not collected. The
questionnaire was distributed to the interns for self
administration and the completed questionnaires were
collected in groups later.

RESULTS
A total of 125 out of 138 interns participated in this
study. This gave a response rate of 90.57%. There are
122 interns (97.6%) with an Email/Facebook account.
Out of 125 interns, 115 interns (92.0%) use the internet
every day. Among the internet users, 97.39% interns log
into Facebook every day while 42.4% use email service
at least once a week. In the past one year, 75 (60.0%)
of the interns ever used the internet to search for a
health related query. There were 17 (13.6%) interns who
have ever participated in a free online course related
to health.
The mean age of the participants was 24.97±1.09 years.
The characteristics of the participants are shown in
table 1.
Table 1. Characteristics of the participants.
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Characteristics
Number of Respondents
Mean Age in years (range)
Gender n (%)
Male

Respondents
125
24.97 (22-28)
81 (64.8%)

Female
Stream n (%)
Medical Intern
Dental Intern
Home Region n (%)
Eastern Nepal

44 (35.2 %)

Central Nepal

61 (48.8%)

Western Nepal

17 (13.6%)

94 (75.2%)
31 (24.8%)
29 (23.2%)

Mid-western Nepal

11 8.8%)

Far-western Nepal

2 (1.6%)

India
High School Education Region n (%)

5 (4.0%)

Eastern Nepal
Central Nepal
Western Nepal
Mid-western Nepal

22 (17.6%)
76 (60.8%)
16 (12.8%)
6 (4.8%)

Far-western Nepal

0 (0%)

India

5 (4.0%)

One fourth (24.8%) of the interns are unsure about the
usefulness of the internet for helping them to make
decisions about their health. While more-than 2/3rd
(69.6%) of them feel that the internet is useful in
deciding about their own health, 5.6% feel internet as
not useful for making such decisions (table 2).
Table 2. Usefulness and importance of health resources
on the internet (n=125).
Questions

Respondents

How useful do you feel the Internet is in helping you in
making decisions about your health? n (%)
Not useful at all
Not useful

3 (2.4%)
4 (3.2%)

Unsure

31 (24.8%)

Useful

66 (52.8%)

Very Useful

21 (16.8%)

How important is it for you to be able to access health
resources on the Internet? n (%)
Not important at all

2 (1.6%)

Not Important

2 (1.6%)

Unsure

18 (14.4%)

Important

77 (61.6%)

Very Important

26 (20.8%)
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Table 3. Self-reported eHEALS Internet health literacy scores of the interns.

eHEALS items

Strongly
Disagree
n (%)

Strongly
Agree

Disagree

Unsure

Agree

n (%)

n (%)

n (%)

15 (12.0)

3.68±0.83

M e a
Score±SD

n (%)

I know what health resources are
available on the Internet

3 (2.4)

5 (4.0)

36 (28.8)

6
6
(52.8)

I know where to find helpful
health resources on the Internet

2 (1.6)

10 (8.0)

39 (31.2)

7
1
(56.8)

3 (2.4)

3.50±0.75

0 (0)

9 (7.2)

38 (30.4)

7
2
(57.6)

6 (4.8)

3.60±0.70

0 (0)

7 (5.6)

36 (28.8)

7
7
(61.6)

5 (4.0)

3.64±0.65

1 (0.8)

5 (4.0)

40 (32.0)

7
5
(60.0)

4 (3.2)

3.61±0.66

1 (0.8)

9 (7.2)

46 (36.8)

6
2
(49.6)

7 (5.6)

3.52±0.75

0 (0)

13 (10.4)

50 (40.0)

5
3
(42.4)

9 (7.2)

3.46±0.79

4 (3.2)

10 (8.0)

46 (36.8)

5
9
(47.2)

6 (4.8)

3.42±0.84

I know how to find helpful health
resources on the Internet
I know how to use the Internet
to answer my questions about
health
I know how to use the health
information I find on the Internet
to help me
I have the skills I need to evaluate
the health resources I find on the
Internet
I can tell high quality health
resources from low quality
health resources on the Internet
I feel confident in using
information from the Internet to
make health decisions

There are 52.8% of the interns who feel that they know
about the available health resources on the internet,
lesser proportion (47.2%) feel they are confident about
using the available information. We found that 28.8%
interns are unsure about the availability of useful health

6

Table 4. Mean score and reliability of the eHEALS
eHEALS items
1
2
3
4

5

I know what health resources
are available on the Internet
I know where to find helpful
health resources on the Internet
I know how to find helpful health
resources on the Internet
I know how to use the Internet
to answer my questions about
health
I know how to use the health
information I find on the
Internet to help me

Mean

SD

3.68

0.829

3.50

0.747

3.60

0.696

3.64

0.653

3.61

0.659
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I have the skills I need to
evaluate the health resources I
find on the Internet

3.52

0.747

3.46

0.778

3.42

0.835

Sum Score

28.44

04.39

Chronbach’s Alpha

0.88

7

resources in the internet.
The mean item scores and reliability of eHEALS was
calculated as shown in table 4. The Cronbach’s Alpha
for 8 item eHEALS was 0.88.

n

8

I can tell high quality health
resources from low quality
health resources on the Internet
I feel confident in using
information from the Internet
to make health decisions

DISCUSSION
E-learning is an integral part of health professional
education, including internet-supplemented courses,
online lectures, email, and linkages to online resources;
internet-dependent courses requiring students to use
web-based resources; and online courses. The role of
electronic media is increasing for patient service and
health sciences research.13 Adult learning is a self directed
learning,14 which will need certain skill and competency
among students and health care professionals for the
effective use of web based resources.13 Using internet
as a resource without having the knowledge of the most
credible sources and skills puts the users at a risk of
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misguided or incomplete information.15–17 There are
evidence that learning methods blended with the use
of e-Learning provide better learning in interdisciplinary
health sciences courses which also helps decrease
disparities in health.18,19 There are researches assessing
the skills and the utilisation of electronic resources
for health by students,6,7,20–25 professionals16,22,24,26 and
general population21,27,28 from countries of all income
groups.
This study shows that the interns have limited information
about finding out the right resources for their learning.
Electronic medical records, telemedicine and health
information systems, are terms that are frequently used
in health care in lower income countries as well, due to
exponential growth of information and communication
technology.29 Almost all interns access internet daily.
However, only a little over half of them use it to search
for health related query. A study from Sudan, reported
a third of the medical students use internet daily for
personal purpose and not academic purpose.22 This
seems low in comparison to our study. However, as this
study is from seven years ago compared to our study,
the internet use may not have been common as they are
now. Medical students and less experienced physicians
receive help through PubMed and Google searches in the
differential diagnosis process.6,24,30
The internal consistency of the eHEALS in this study
was good (Chronbach’s alpha=0.88). While the use of
social media is universal among them, we have 2/5th
to 3/5th of them unsure on what to find and how to
use the internet for finding useful health resources. This
gap needs to be explored. The use of internet among
the medical students and doctors in Sudan showed
that they are not very knowledgeable about the right
source for useful information.22 A few interns explained
that they are not taught or told about the importance
of knowledge and skills for internet use to find helpful
health resources. Students have limited access to free
internet in the campus and paid subscription was an
expensive option for them. Poor skills and limited access
to resources are also reported from other low income
countries.22 However, to keep in touch with friends, most
of them used cellular data just to log into social media.
Medical and dental interns who have ever searched
the internet for health resources reported variety of
sources (Pubmed, Medscape, Google Scholar and Google
searches). The answers were not consistent. Google
was the most used search engine for gathering medical
information by 3/4th of the respondents in Canada.23
While there are many free online courses available,
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there are only 17 interns (13.6%) who have ever enrolled
in any online courses so far. The use of online resources
has been reported as less than 36% in the UK as well.31
Though the study settings and the income level of
country is very different from Nepal, it is noted that
the use of electronics resources for learning among
students may need some interventions that are locally
appropriate in all settings. This shows that there is a gap
that needs to be identified to bring the interns closer to
the wide resources available for education and assist in
decision making.13 Student groups who report confidence
in appraising useful resources in the internet, also
report that they are not confident enough to use those
resources to improve their service delivery skills.32 This
may suggest the requirement of a continuous guided
process of learning for students from finding the right
resources to applying the knowledge to enhance service
delivery.23 There was no difference in the medical and
dental interns in any items of eHEALS, which is why the
results are not shown here.
BPKIHS has a mission to produce a socially accountable
health professional through advancement in research and
innovation in service as well as education.11 However,
the advancement of information technology, and its
impact on medical education33 was not much anticipated
during curriculum designing which is reflected in the
curriculum of BPKIHS.34 E-learning has been advocated
to be integrated into the medical curriculum.29,33 In
the longer run, the graduates of BPKIHS will need to
be updated with skills and competencies to use the
electronic medical and web based health resources
for evidence based patient care. Overall, they are not
very confident in using the internet for finding useful
resources for them. As suggested by literature, the
results give us an impressions that there may be a need
to train the students regarding the use of web based
resources for literature searches for learning in their
day to day practice.20 Further studies may be needed to
assess demands and barriers to eHealth literacy.35
The study used the eHEALS, which gave the brief measure
of the eHealth literacy skills. However, the performance
of the interns, if measured using participant observation
methods would have provided more insight on the ehealth
skills of these interns. The study could not capture the
internet access of the interns at different wards, clinics,
classrooms, hostels and libraries. Purposively selected
BPKIHS as study site may not represent the scenario of
Nepal. However, this can serve as a preliminary evidence
to conduct robust research in the future.
e-Learning and telemedicine is in use in Bosnia and
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Ethiopia, which are in similar income group as Nepal.29,36
There is a study reporting on the use of telemedicine
in Nepal.37 While there is limited information on health
literacy of the people in Nepal, use of electronic
resources is being promoted among the healthcare
professionals. Each organization has challenges in
utilizing the collective individual knowledge effectively
and efficiently.38 The outcome of the study was expected
to give the baseline information on the level of eHealth
literacy of the interns, which is important for policy
makers to design the e-learning and telemedicine in
Nepal.
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CONCLUSIONS
There is a need to work further into the usefulness
and importance of health resources on the web for
the use of the interns. While further research may be
needed to generate evidence on what interventions
may be specific to meet the needs of the interns, we
are required to look for long term solutions. This study
gives a baseline eHealth literacy level, so we need to
design short interventions and measure the levels after
the interventions. This research may not have enough
evidence to say this, but if we fail to address this issue,
we may not be able to evaluate the outcome of the pilot
project on e-learning currently ongoing in our institute.
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