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Some of the benefits of these media have been identified. Firstly, interactivity,
which means sharing information with and among people with similar health
challenges at real time. Secondly, the user-generated content has made
information sharing more democratic and patient-controlled, enabling users to
exchange health related information that they need and therefore making the
information more patient/consumer-centred. However, these benefits are not
without some challenges as identified earlier. What can then be done to ensure
that positive implications of the new media use are harnessed effectively for
health communication while keeping the negative implications at bay?

The primary focus of research in the new media should be on improving the
quality of internet- based services. This can be done through the creation of
filters that enable users to select the best content online. Considering the
disparities in the number of older vs. younger generation and female vs. male
users of the new media for health related cause, health communicators should
have a particular target group in mind, while planning their health campaigns
or interventions. This guides their selection of strategies and appropriate new
media tools to be used. In other words, there should be coherence between the
social and health needs of the target group and the new media tools available
for them to meet these needs. The age, gender, literacy level, income and
occupation of the target group have to be put into consideration, while
selecting the appropriate new media. A campaign targeted at the younger
generation, for instance, will have more reach on social media or any other
web 2.0 applications while the one targeted at the older generation using
phone calls, text messages and online images will receive more attention
(Chouetal (2009).

Future research is needed to investigate the most used new media technology
for health communication, the kind of support users of these new media seek
(informational support or emotional support, among others), the nature of the
health information shared on these new media and how information obtained
through the new media on health impacts decision making, that is, whether
consumers of these health information use it to make health decisions
(negative or positive). This can be done through an evaluative study of new
media use for a particular health care intervention in a particular environment,
for example, what is the Nigerian situation in new media use for health
communication campaign/intervention in a selected health issue? Health
institutions, government and other policy makers should be active in the new
media revolution. They can form their own groups on social network sites and
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through that actively educate and inform consumers and patients on health
related activities. This will further help improve the quality and quantity of
health related messages on the internet as well as foster patient-doctor/health
care provider relationship. Online treatment, hospital records checking and
hospital visit bookings are now done online by some health institutions.

" Conclusion

This paper has shown that different forms of new media present different
opportunities for health communication efforts with the social networking
sites attracting the largest number of internet users and still growing. Most of
the users are young people thus portraying one of the disparities in the
distribution of new media users along the line of age. The paper posits that if
health communicators can enable a broader and more equitable new media
use, the impact on the health sector will be tremendous. It, however, suggests
that health communication programmes aiming to utilise the new media
should first consider the age and other demographic details of the target
audience before mapping out the right strategies and media to use.
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Abstract

Good health is vital to human development. A number of unparalleled
opportunities are now available all over the world to implement disease
management and prevention programmes based on the current advances in
Information and Communication Technology (ICT). The mobile phones,
iPods, computers and so many social media applications available on the
internet, have revolutionized the way information is disseminated or accessed
in today's world, especially in the area of health. This makes information
available to the consumer on the go and equally gives him freedom to express
himself on any health subject irrespective of his qualifications or social status.
The paper identifies some health campaigns/interventions that have
successfully utilised the new media. Factors like old age, female gender, low
economic status, underdevelopment, illiteracy, among others are revealed to
be affecting’ the use of these media thereby creating a digital divide.
Anonymity of source and lack of content verification are also some of the
challenges identified. The paper advocates the creation of more enabling
environment that will facilitate increased utilization of the new media. This
could be achieved through the establishment of filters and monitors online as
well as encouraging health professionals and institutions to be more active by
establishing credible and authentic online health communities. This will
further enhance patient-health care provider interactions and relationship.
Future areas of research are also identified for health communication in the
new mediaera.

Keywords: new media, health communication, human development

Introduction

The 'New Media of Communication' is the phrase on everyone's lips which
has changed the face of communication all over the world. They are actually
today's revolution. Given the rapid changes in the communication landscape
brought about by the new media, many communication researchers are now
focusing on identifying the various uses, impact and challenges of these new
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media in the different areas or fields of communication including health
communication. The new media have been given different definitions by
different writers according to the use they make of it. The definition keeps
changing and that pattern is likely to continue because of the evolving nature
of the media. To some, it means the cyber culture, that is, the various social
phenomena that are associated with the internet and network communications
like blogs, online gaming, social media network, marketing, among others.
While others see it as a phenomenon that has to do with the use of digital
computer technology, for example, phones, digital camera, webcam,
computer multi- media, etc for distribution and reception of information. For
us, the new media means the convergence of the internet and other
communication technologies. Major characteristics of the new media are
user-to-user interactivity and interactivity between user and information
(Schorr, Schenk and Campbell 2003). Another important aspect of the new
media is the democratization of the creation, publishing and consumption of
media content and making them available in real time.

With the emergence of the new media, there has been a radical change as to
where, when and how communication takes place and among whom.
Communication in the new media era has moved beyond the realm of 'one-to-
many' model of traditional mass communication or 'one-to-one' model of
interpersonal communication to 'many-to-many' model of communication
(Crosby 2002). Again, communication can now take place at anytime,
anywhere and among as many participants as possible using any of the digital
devices. There is little or no regulation to the use of the devices or the message
content. A field of communication that has been impacted on greatly by the
new media is health communication. According to US Healthy People 2010
as cited by Ratzan (2000:i), health communication is the art and technique of
informing, influencing and motivating individuals, institutional, and public
audiences about important health issues. Its scope includes disease prevention,
health promotion, health care policy, business and the enhancement of the
quality of life and health of individuals within the community.

'Health is wealth' goes the popular maxim. This underscores the importance
of good health to the growth and development of any community or nation at
large. Therefore, health intervention dynamics such as conditions, practices,
behaviours, attitude, education and campaigns are taken seriously by any
community or nation that has the overall development of her people at heart.
This explains why three out of the eight Millennium Development Goals
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(MDGs) are centred on health: reducing child mortality, improving maternal
health and combating HIV/AIDS, malaria and other diseases
(www.un.org/milleniumgoals). The field of health communication has
evolved into what is called the 'strategic era', which is characterized by
utilizing many different channels of communication from face-to-face to
mass communication, multiple stake holders and an increased emphasis on
evaluation and evidence-based programming (JHUCCP 2003). Recently,
there is an explosion of Information and Communication Technology (ICT)
devices and applications which are invariably referred to as the new media.
This has affected how communication takes place in virtually every sphere of
life including the health sector. The media channels for health
communication have been expanded through the creation of online support
groups, health websites/ web portals, tailored information systems, telehealth
programmes, electronic health records and consultancy, social media
networks, among others. The aim of this paper, therefore, is to take a look at
how the new media have impacted the health sector, challenges they present
and opportunities for development and future research.

Status of New Media Use in Health Communication

The attraction of health communication as an area of study and practice has
moved from the traditional media use to the new media. To stress this move,
for the first time since the first publication of HINTS (Health Information
National Trends Study, a US nationally representative cross-sectional survey
on health-related communication trends and practice) in 2003, HINTS 2007
included a section on new survey items concerning blogging and social
networking sites participation (Nelson, Kreps, Hesse, Croyle, Willis and
Alora 2004; Hesse, Moser, Rutten and Kreps 2006).There are an assortment
of online efforts geared towards achieving health communication goal which
according to Schiavo (2007: 7) is "influencing, engaging and supporting
individuals, communities, health professionals, special groups, policy
makers and the public to champion, introduce, adopt or sustain a behavior,
practice or policy that will ultimately improve health outcomes". Some of
these online efforts or groups include 'patientslikeme', 'diabetes solution',
'caringbridge', 'dailystrenght' among others. These online activities have
aroused the interest of researchers at investigating the users' demographics
and what type of information they send and receive.
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Several studies have been done in new media use and their implications for
health communication. Chou, Hunt, Beckjord, Moser and Hesse (2009)
identified three forms of social media participation as it relates to health. They
are online support group participation (an online group formed by and for
people with a particular health condition to share emotional and
informational support), blogging participation and social networking site
participation. The study further revealed that the use of blogging and social
network site is a function of age. Young people engage in this more than adults
as documented in a study by Viswanath and Kreuter Matthew (2007).
However, engaging in online support group activities is basically as aresult of
personal health status or that of a significant other (friend or family member). It
could also be as a result of interest in a particular health condition. A recent
American survey on health indicates that patients and their care givers search the
internet more frequently than they communicate with their doctors or health
care providers (Elkin 2009).This is because of emotional and informational
support and other personal health experiences they get interacting with similar
others (individuals with similar health issues). Other factors are the freedom,
anonymity/privacy and unlimited space it allows (Hawn 2009; Ravert, Hancock
and Ingersoll 2004; Farmer, Bruckner Holt, Cook and Hearing 2009).

Telemedicine, which is the remote diagnosis and treatment of patients by
means of telecommunication technology, has also been identified as a good
tool to support health care providers in the effective management and
prevention of health condition such as diabetes mellitus (Bellazzi 2008).
From Bellazzi's study, it is gathered that there is a reduction in glycated
haemoglobin (HbAlc) of type 1 diabetics through the use of telemedicine. It
allows for patients' empowerment and therefore control of their health
situation thereby becoming less dependent on subjective others (health
professionals or family members) for their health management. In the area of
health behaviour change interventions, different ICT solutions have been
proposed and used with particular reference to lifestyle behaviour change and
health promotional efforts such as smoking cessation, exercise up-take,
dietary interventions and sexual behaviours based on a variety of behaviour
theories using diverse new media (Prochaska and Marcus 1994; Glanz,
Lewis, Rimer, 1997). These efforts have been majorly successful thereby
enlarging the scope and dimensions of the new media use in health
communication (Vance, Howe and Dellavalle 2008; Thackrey, Neiger,
Hanson and McKenzie 2008; Khanna 2008).
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Promising future directions involve wearable computers (computers worn on
the body) and personal di git assistants as platforms for health change
interventions. These allow a constant interaction between the computer and
the patient and enable multi-parameter monitoring including vital signs,
biological signals and movements. According to a study by Scheffler and Hirt
(2005), wearable devices are suitable for getting information about the
current health status and lifestyle of a patient. Such a wearable device is
biomedical clothes, which incorporates some electronic components into
functional cloths thus making the cloth intelligent enough to pick information
from the user and equally send information to the user. An example of such a
project using these wearable monitoring devices is 'My Heart' project funded
by the European Commission, which sets out to provide electronic solutions
and associated services that empower people to play an active role in
maintaining their health. Its focus is on preventing cardiovascular disease
(CVD), the leading cause of death in the world and the project recorded huge
success (http://www.extraAresearchAphillips.com/europrojects/myhean/
newscenter.

Challenges of New Media Use in Health Communication

As useful as the new media technologies and their applications are in health
communication, there have been some discovered challenges posed by these
media. These challenges are:

Lack of Good Filters

Due to the free participatory nature and open forum for information exchange
offered by these media technologies, they create room for abuse by some
misguided users. A user may send or post non credible or potentially
erroneous information which may end up misleading genuine online health
information seekers. There have been cases where users validate or promote
health products with doubtful efficacy level by hiding in the cloak of
users/patients relating their personal experiences, while in actual fact they are
marketers and advertisers from the products' company (Habel, Liddon and
Stryker 2009; Kortum, Edwards and Richard-Kortum 2008). There are also
cases where the internet is used to campaign against government and health
institutional policies. A typical example is that from a particular web page
which reports the use of the social media to spread false beliefs about the
health risks of vaccination. As a result of this misguided information, parents
chose not to have their children immunized. This was possible because there
is no authentic user identity/post verification. In fact, anybody could be
anything and everything online.
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Digital Divide

Researchers exploring the issue of digital divide have found that the
economic status, age, gender and literacy level of a potential user of any new
media technology are factors in determining which of the new media devices,
if any at all, he will use (Jackson, Zhao, Kolenic, Fitzgerald, Harold and Von
2008). Those without internet access because of the underdeveloped nature of
their communities and those who do not have the financial means of gaining
access to the internet may be denied access to health information available
online. Interestingly, these may be the ones with major health needs as
revealed by several studies (Viswanath et al 2007; Zhao 2009; Fogel, Ribisl,
Morgan, Humphreys and Lyons 2008). Other factors like no or irregular
power supply, high cost of living, inefficiencies of network service providers,
internet security policies, among others may also come to bear.

Following economic and social challenges are the issues of age and gender. It
has been found that more men use the new media than women. Also, the
younger generation make use of the new media, in general, more than the
older generation (Chou et al 2009).This may be because the media are
relatively new and so the older generations are finding it a bit uncomfortable
adopting them into their 'old ways'. However, text messaging, e-mail,
electronic reminders and phone calls are still popular with the older
generation, while the social media and the internet are presently being
dominated by the younger generation. There are indications that utilization
will continue to increase across all the new media and across all generations
and groups in the next few years with the awareness of the benefits they offer
in terms of health information and promotion. Furthermore, owing to the
structure of the different new media devices and applications, they require a
certain level of literacy to be used. This may pose a challenge to health
information/support seekers in less developed countries where illiteracy is a
major challenge. Finally, in the area of telemedicine, e-Health and electronic
patient records, there are still issues relating to payment model, privacy and
security. These have led to the reluctance of health institutions and even
private individuals in adopting them.

Recommendation

From the discussion, it is evident that a lot of opportunities are now available
to source for information on health, implement disease management, and
carry out promotions and prevention programmes in the health sector using
current advances in the Information and Communication Technology (ICT).
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