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Outline
♦ Introduction (research gaps & research questions)

♦ Survey Instrument (development)

♦ Data Collection (method & demographics)

♦ Findings & Conclusions
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Research Gaps
♦ Understanding of health information-seeking 

behavior of women
♦ Assessment of women’s awareness of quality 

health resources available in multiple channels 
(formal, informal, interpersonal, mass media, 
hybrid)
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What’s The Deal With Women?
♦ “…is a general impression that women use 

physician services more often than men; in 
particular, women are thought to be more attuned 
to care of their health and more likely to seek 
preventive services” [Muller 1990]

♦ “…women have guarded the health of their 
families since the dawn of human time … using 
special knowledge received from older women”
[Stern 1986]

♦ Others have noted women as “gatekeepers” for 
health
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Research Questions
♦ RQ1:

– Why do women look for health information? (What is 
information need?)

♦ RQ2:
– Where do women look for health information? (What 

search strategies are employed for filling information 
need?)

♦ RQ3:
– How do women use health information?

♦ RQ4:
– What health resources are women aware of?

• Printed sources (books/reference guides)
• Web-based sources
• Organizational sources
• Magazines/journals
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Channels of Healthcare Information
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Survey Instrument
♦ Sources:

– Pew Internet & American Life Project
– California Healthcare Foundation QUALITY Initiative 

Questionnaire
– Kaiser/Lifetime Vital Signs Index

♦ 260+ items on 10 pages.
♦ Sections:

1. Why Do Women Look For Health Information? (RQ1)
2. How Do Women Use Health Information? (RQ3)
3. Where Do Women Look For Health Information? (RQ2)
4. Specific Health Resources (awareness) (RQ4)
5. Demographics
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Data Collection
♦ Sources:

– In-person: public libraries, senior citizen centers, 
churches, retirement communities, health centers, 
playgrounds, shopping centers

– By mail: various women’s organizations
♦ Data analysis:

– Frequency distributions & cross-tabs
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Data Collection (cont’d)
♦ 300 surveys distributed in urban, suburban & rural 

PA & NJ:

♦ 133 returned (44% response rate):

In-person
53%

By mail
47%

In-person
72%

By mail
28%

(160)

(140)

(96)

(37)
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Data Collection (cont’d)
♦ 119 respondents indicated they had looked for 

healthcare-related information for themselves or 
family member
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♦ Age range (n=118):

79% aged 45+

Respondent Demographics

79% aged 45+
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White
90%

Black
3%

Hispanic
1%

Asian
3%

Mixed race
3%

Respondent Demographics (cont’d)
♦ Race (n=119):
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Respondent Demographics (cont’d)
♦ Highest level of education (n=119):

High school grad
12%

Some college
19%

4-year college grad
21%

More than 4-year
10%

Graduate school
27%

Professional school
8%

Vocational/trade school
3%

77% had at least some college77% had at least some college
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Respondent Demographics (cont’d)
♦ Web use (n=115):

3-6 months
1%

6 months to 1 year
8%

2 years or more
69%

Don't use
22%

78% have used Web78% have used Web
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Findings: Research Question #1
• RQ1: Why do women look for health info?

– Did you ever seek health information because?

• Role of women’s agency

Top 10 (by descending positive response):
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Findings: Research Question #2 (cont’d)

♦ RQ2: Where do women look for health info?
– Getting advice about health on World Wide Web:

• How much information on Web do you believe?

65% believe 60-100%65% believe 60-100%
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Findings: Research Question #2 (cont’d)

♦ RQ2: Where do women look for health info?
– Ease of use vs. usefulness:

• How easy or difficult is it usually to look for health info?

• But:
– Do you usually find info you need (Q1.08)? 91% did
– How useful is info you find (Q1.09)? Only about 50%(?)

Somewhat 
difficult

20%

Somewhat easy
50%

Very easy
30%
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Findings: Research Question #2 (cont’d)

♦ RQ2: Where do women look for health info?
– How likely were you to use the following?

Top 10 (by descending likelihood):

“Likely”: very likely or somewhat likely
“Unlikely”: very unlikely or somewhat unlikely
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Findings: Research Question #2 (cont’d)

♦ RQ2: Where do women look for health info?
– What is your preferred source?

(by descending positive response):
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Findings: Research Question #2 (cont’d)

♦ RQ2: Where do women look for health info?
– # of times used Web to look for advice or information 

about healthcare:

– Relation between age & number of times Web used for 
health information:
• In general, less usage among 18-34 year olds & 65+,

most among 35-65 year olds

Never
27%

1-4 times
18%5-10 times

24%

More than 10 
times
31%
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Findings: Research Question #3
♦ RQ3: How do women use health information?

– Had they ever talked later to a doctor, nurse or medical 
professional about the health information they had 
found:
• 82% “Yes” (18% “No”)

– Did information you got ever?:
(by descending positive response):
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Findings: Research Question #4
♦ RQ4: What health resources are women aware of?

– For each resource, how aware are you?

Print/Book resources (by descending awareness):
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Findings: Research Question #4 (cont’d)

♦ RQ4: What health resources are women aware of?
– For each resource, how aware are you?

Web resources (by descending awareness):
NEXT SLIDE…
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Findings: Awareness of Web Sources
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Findings: Research Question #4 (cont’d)

♦ RQ4: What health resources are women aware of?
– For each resource, how aware are you?

Top 10 Organizational resources (by descending awareness):
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Findings: Research Question #4 (cont’d)

♦ RQ4: What health resources are women aware of?
– For each resource, how aware are you?

Magazines/Journals resources (by descending awareness):
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Limitations
♦ Responses to our survey instrument were not 

random, as responses were gathered from specific 
geographic locations

♦ Our instrument included specific resources to 
investigate awareness, but some respondents may 
have been aware of additional resources

♦ Helpful to conduct semi-structured interviews to 
provide respondents opportunity to expand on 
specific responses (specifically in regard to 
questions of “ways of knowing”)
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Conclusions
♦ We noted several aspects of health information-

seeking that may have implications for health 
information providers, specifically those 
attempting to reach women

♦ Respondents are active seekers & generally did 
make use of located information to improve their 
health behaviors
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Conclusions (cont’d)
♦ In general, across all channels, women indicated 

some ambivalence about information located (i.e., 
conflicting responses regarding ease of locating 
information, usefulness of information found, & 
whether or not their questions are answered)
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Conclusions (cont’d)
♦ How can information providers better reach female 

health information consumer with reliable health 
& medical information resources?
– Kuhlthau proposed mediation at uncertainty stage in 

ISP model & she found that family & friends were 
frequently selected at this stage
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Conclusions (cont’d)
♦ To “tap in” to tendency to seek healthcare 

information through interpersonal & informal 
means (friends & family), information providers 
may consider community outreach to establish 
themselves as less formal (though professional) 
resource

♦ Opportunities exist for information providers to 
play more pro-active role in providing reliable 
health & medical information
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Further Study
♦ Expand on Web-based information seeking:

– Perceived ease of use vs. reliability, usefulness & 
thoroughness

– Relative importance of mediator when utilizing Web at 
various levels of uncertainty

♦ Satisfaction level with information found & 
information-seeking process itself:
– Level of difficulty to look for information, whether 

women usually find what they need, how useful is 
information & are all questions ultimately answered

♦ Funded research (NOW)?
♦ Ultimate role for electronically facilitated delivery 

of healthcare-related information?
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