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Do patients in Switzerland use the Internet to
search for medical information? Few data are avail-
able to date on the subject of Internet use for such
purposes and the only study available that sheds
some light on this question is a European study in
which 10% of the Swiss respondents indicated that
they use the Internet as a source of medical infor-
mation [1]. The aim of our study was therefore to
examine the percentage of patients who had a com-
puter, who had Internet access and who used it to
look for medical information.

A recent survey [2] revealed that, at the begin-
ning of 2003, there were more than 3.5 million net-
surfers in Switzerland, i.e. over half the population.
This study also showed that net-users prefer to surf

at home, where more than half of them have an In-
ternet connection, which they use for both com-
munication and information purposes, the most
quoted reasons being e-mail, search-engine use
and topical information. The results for Switzer-
land are similar to the averages noted in European
Union countries [3]. 

Internet use among health professionals in
Switzerland has not yet been widely studied. A
study carried out among primary care physicians
in the German-speaking part of Switzerland
showed that, of 55% of those who responded to a
study questionnaire, 75% had an Internet access,
14% searched regularly for medical information
on the Internet and 7% used the Internet during

Study aims: The aim of this study was to ex-
amine for the first time the frequency of Internet
use for medical purposes by patients in Switzer-
land.

Methods: In 2001 over a period of one month,
1604 patients at 8 medical practices in Switzerland
completed a self-administered questionnaire on
their access to the Internet and any search for 
medical information using this media. The at-
tending physician supplied the patient’s diagnosis
and information on the severity of the dis-
order motivating the visit using a separate ques-
tionnaire.

Results: 46% of the patients included in the
study had a personal computer, 33% had an Inter-
net connection and 10% used the Internet to find
medical information. Age was inversely associated
with the probability of having an Internet access,
whereas educational level and command of the
English language were factors directly associated
with this. Among those patients with access to the
Internet, young adults (25 to 44 years) and those
with knowledge of the English language searched

for medical information significantly more fre-
quently. Furthermore, patients attending urban
medical practices and those with a more severe
level of disease more often sought health care
information on the Internet. 

Conclusions: The proportion of patients in
Switzerland who search for medical information
on the Internet is similar to the rates observed in
European English-speaking countries. The Inter-
net allows patients to actively search for informa-
tion concerning their own health problems but is
not currently the most common source of in-
formation used by patients. Since health profes-
sionals generate, directly or indirectly, most of the
medical information published on the Internet,
additional research is needed to better understand
patients’ needs and expectations concerning med-
ical information using this media. 
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the actual consultation with the patient [4]. 
However, to our knowledge, no study has yet ex-
amined patient use of the Internet in Switzerland.

Our purpose was thus to examine whether the
Internet is a widely used source of medical infor-

mation by patients and to identify variables that
determine computer ownership, Internet connec-
tion and medical information seeking on the In-
ternet. 
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Methods
In November 2001, a questionnaire was sent to pa-

tients and physicians at eight medical practices, including
primary care physicians (four general practitioners) and
specialists (four gastroenterologists). Five physicians prac-
ticed in an urban area and three in a small town or rural
area. 

One questionnaire was completed for each patient.
Patients who consulted their physician more than once
during the study period were included only once. One part
of the questionnaire was completed by the patient and the
other by the physician.

Questions to the patient included age, gender, edu-
cational level, knowledge of English, computer owner-
ship, Internet access, frequency of Internet use, medical
and non-medical information seeking and Internet use for
medical information search. 

Questions to the physicians included a categorization
of the illness involved (cardio-vascular, cancer, metabolic,
functional, other), its severity and chronicity.

All statistical analyses were performed using the
STATA6 software programme. Associations between pa-

tient characteristics (gender, age, education level, type of
disease, etc.), physician characteristics (medical speciality
and location of practice) and the variables to be studied
(Internet access and search for medical information on the
Internet) were analysed in three steps. Firstly, the nature
of the associations and their level of statistical significance
were examined using cross-tabulations and chi-square test
for independence. Secondly, for each significantly associ-
ated characteristic, the strength of the association was cal-
culated using a simple logistic regression model and un-
adjusted odds ratios. Finally, a multiple-regression model
was used to identify which of the characteristics were as-
sociated independently from the others with the variables
of interest and to calculate odds ratios adjusted for the in-
fluence of the other factors. The choice of the dependent
characteristics retained in the model was made by stepwise
backward selection. Calculation of the odds ratios’ confi-
dence intervals was based on a robust estimator of their
variance taking into account patient clustering as they
were selected from the 8 medical practices.

Results

During the study period, the eight physicians
saw 1,604 patients. Their mean age was 56 years
(range 12–97), and 57% were females. Thirty-four
percent had completed obligatory schooling, 33%
had completed an apprenticeship, 16% had at-
tended a specialised professional school and 10%
had a higher or university education level. Only
318 (19.8%) had any knowledge of English.

Among the 1604 patients, 732 (46%) had a
computer, 526 (32.8%) had Internet access and
156 (9.7%) used it to search for medical informa-
tion (fig. 1). These figures mean that, among the
patients owning a computer, 71.8% had an Inter-
net connection and among those with access to the
Internet, 30% sought medical information on the
web. 

Table 1 describes the rates of Internet access
and Internet use for medical information accord-
ing to patient and physician characteristics. Dif-
ferences in the rates between patient subgroups are
presented in terms of unadjusted odds ratios. Table
2 provides the same information in terms of ad-
justed odds ratios in order to express the specific
effects of the different characteristics. In each
table, results regarding Internet use to search for
medical information are presented separately with
respect to patients having access to the Internet
(column 2) and to patients overall (column 3).

Computer ownership and Internet access
As the determinants of computer ownership

and Internet access were very similar, results are
described only for Internet access. Age, level of
education and knowledge of English were the only
independent determinants.

The older the patient, the lower was the rate
of Internet access, varying from 69% among those
under 25 years to 5% among those over 65. Twelve
percent of patients who had completed only oblig-
atory schooling had access to the Internet, com-
pared to 76% for those with a university degree.
Seventy-four percent of the patients with knowl-
edge of English had access to the Internet, com-
pared to only 23% of the non-English-speaking
patients.

More men than women had access to Internet
(41% vs. 28%), but this difference was, however,
not confirmed by the multivariate analyses (table
2). Whether the patient suffered from an acute or
a chronic disease, consulted a general practitioner
or a specialist, in an urban or a small-town practice,
did not significantly influence the rate of access to
the web. 

Search for medical information on Internet
Among the 526 patients who had an Internet

access, 156 (30%) sought medical information on
the web. The majority (63%) of these “cyber-pa-



tients” performed searches less than once per
month, 30% more than once per month and 7%
more than once per week (figure 1). Regarding the
search strategy, about 60% of patients used a
search engine whereas 20% gave the name of a spe-
cific medical website. Furthermore, 86% answered
that they conducted searches concerning disease
treatment, 67% concerning diagnosis and only
14% concerning patients’ associations. 19% said
that the information they found was reassuring,

86% judged it useful and 89% thought that the In-
ternet would play an important role in finding
medical information in the future. 

Variables that determined which patients with
an Internet connection looked for medical infor-
mation were different from the variables that de-
termined the availability of an Internet connection
(table 1).

Age had a non-linear influence. The patients
who looked most frequently for medical informa-
tion were aged 25–44 years. Another variable
strongly linked to the search for medical informa-
tion was knowledge of the English language.
Three other variables significantly influenced the
frequency of medical information searches on the
Internet, the acuteness or chronicity of the disease,
its severity and the region where the medical prac-
tice was located. However, the severity of the dis-
ease was associated with the search for medical
information only in patients with acute disease.
When the disease was described as acute by the
physician, 69% of patients searched for medical in-
formation, compared to only 21% of patients with
a disease described as chronic. Patients consulting
in urban areas more often looked for medical in-
formation than patients consulting in a rural area.

In summary, these results show that the typi-
cal patient looking for medical information on the
Internet is a 25 to 44 year-old city dweller, who has
a knowledge of English and who suffers from a se-
vere acute disease.
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1604
(100%)

732
(46%)

526
(32.8%)

156
(9.7%)

Figure 1

Number and percent-
age of patients who
had a computer, an
Internet access and
who looked for med-
ical information on
the Internet. 

Patients
interviewed

Ownership
of a 

computer

Availability
of Internet

access

Search for
medical

information

11
(7%)

47
(30%)

98
(63%)

More than
once a week

More than
once a
month

Less than
once a
month

Discussion

In the present study, 33% of patients had In-
ternet access, which is lower than the rate of 50%
observed at the time of our study in the Swiss gen-
eral population [2]. This difference can certainly
be explained by the fact that the characteristics of
these two populations are different with, in partic-
ular, a higher mean age of “patients”. Otherwise,
our results are similar to those of previous studies,
which showed a significant influence by patient
age, education level [5–9] and knowledge of Eng-
lish [10] on Internet access. 

The most significant studies on Internet use
for medical information search purposes by pa-
tients have been carried out in the USA [5, 6, 8,
11–18]. The majority of the European studies are
British [9, 19–24] and, to our knowledge, there 
are only two studies concerning non-English-
speaking patients. The studies in English-speaking
countries were all based on questionnaires com-
pleted by outpatients, in a sample size ranging
from 23 [21] to 1204 [9]. For studies that examined
the rate of Internet access and the search for med-
ical information [9, 22–24], the results indicated
that Internet access ranged from 33 to 50% and
that between 7% and 13% of patients search for
medical information on the Internet. One of the

non-English-speaking country studies was con-
ducted in Poland [25], but it gives little informa-
tion as it is based on 161 answers given by patients
who consulted a specialised gynaecological web-
site. The other study was conducted in Germany
[26] and showed that of 139 patients from an out-
patient oncology consultation, 20% looked for
medical information on the Internet.

We can conclude that, although knowledge of
English is a variable that strongly influences the
search for medical information on the Internet
(and although only 20% of our patients had a
knowledge of English), the percentage of outpa-
tients who looked for medical information on the
Internet in Switzerland was similar to that which
has been observed in English-speaking European
countries. The American studies [7, 8, 10, 12, 17]
often showed higher rates, with between 20 and
30% of patients seeking medical information on
the Internet. 

Studies that have analysed variables that may
influence the search for medical information [5, 6,
8, 10, 13, 15, 17, 27] show contradictory results. It
is, however, important to remember that most of
the published studies are based on a limited num-
ber of patients and that these studies differ widely,



in particular because of the nature of the popula-
tion group studied (general population [5], general
medicine [6, 13, 15], gastroenterology [8], oncol-
ogy [10, 27] and heart surgery [17]).

It is interesting to note that not only are there
differences between specialities, but also between
different diseases within the same speciality [12,
22]. For instance, among patients at an ortho-
paedic consultation, patients who consulted for a
fracture had a greater tendency to look for medical
information on the Internet than those who con-
sulted for a scoliosis [12].

We could also logically expect an increase in
frequency according to the year during which each
study was completed, but the basic differences
between studies render such interpretations unre-
liable.

The search for medical information is a sub-
ject that is of major interest to physicians and our
results demonstrate the influence of age, knowl-
edge of the English language, disease characteris-
tics (acute/chronic and severity) and the practice
location (urban or rural). It is, however, interest-
ing to note that the multivariate analysis showed
no influence of education level on search fre-
quency. 

Our results show that patient age has an influ-
ence but that it is not linear. Indeed, those aged
from 25 to 44 years used the Internet more fre-
quently for medical information searches. We can
thus make the assumption that this age group are
young enough to be familiar with the Internet and
old enough to be concerned about health prob-
lems. 
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Internet access Medical information

search on Internet (a) search on Internet (b)

n* Rate Crude p# Rate Crude p# Rate Crude p#

(%) OR (%) OR (%) OR

Gender Male 670 40.8 1.00 26.7 1.00 10.9 1.00

Female 903 27.9 0.56 *** 31.8 1.27 NS 8.9 0.79 NS

Age-range <25 127 69.3 1.00 22.7 1.00 15.8 1.00

25–44 325 56.6 0.58 *** 42.4 2.50 *** 24.0 1.69 NS

54–64 562 39.7 0.29 *** 22.4 0.98 NS 8.9 0.52 *

65+ 553 5.2 0.02 *** 17.2 0.71 NS 0.9 0.05 ***

Educational level Obligatory schooling 544 12.3 1.00 10.5 1.00 1.3 1.00

Apprenticeship 522 33.9 3.65 *** 22.0 2.42 * 7.5 6.19 ***

Professional school 247 43.3 5.44 *** 30.8 3.82 *** 13.4 11.83 ***

Higher school 51 58.8 10.17 *** 50.0 8.57 *** 29.4 31.96 ***

University 105 76.2 22.78 *** 46.3 7.38 *** 35.2 41.74 ***

Other 90 61.1 11.19 *** 36.4 4.90 *** 22.2 21.92 ***

Knowledge of English No 1271 23.5 1.00 17.5 1.00 4.1 1.00

Yes 309 74.1 9.35 *** 44.1 3.70 *** 32.7 11.38 ***

Type of disease Acute 347 46.4 1.00 27.3 1.00 12.7 1.00

Chronic 1195 29.3 0.48 *** 30.6 1.17 NS 9.0 0.68 *

Category of disease Other type 863 13.5 1.00 27.6 1.00 10.8 1.00

Cardiovascular 282 18.9 0.24 *** 26.3 0.94 NS 3.6 0.30 ***

Cancer 74 20.3 0.36 NS 42.9 1.97 NS 8.1 0.73 NS

Metabolic 123 47.5 0.40 *** 16.0 0.50 NS 3.3 0.28 *

Functional 238 39.1 1.41 NS 35.4 1.44 NS 16.8 1.67 *

Severity of disease Low 808 39.0 1.00 25.7 1.00 10.0 1.00

Moderate 497 27.0 0.58 *** 34.3 1.51 NS 9.3 0.92 NS

High 190 24.2 0.50 NS 41.3 2.03 * 10.0 1.00 NS

Type of physician General Practitioner 30.6 1.00 25.6 1.00 7.8 1.00

Gastroenterologist 39.3 1.47 NS 34.9 1.56 * 13.7 1.87 ***

Location of the practice Urban 1084 57.9 1.00 47.8 1.00 27.7 1.00

Rural 496 28.3 0.29 *** 21.1 0.29 *** 6.0 0.17 ***

Total 1580 33.4 30.4 9.7

* the number of patients in the categories of a given variable may not add up to the total number of patients because of missing values. 
OR = odds ratio. # NS non-significant; * p <0.05; ** p <0.01;*** p <0.005.

Table 1

Internet access and search for medical information on the Internet by patient and physician characteristics. Unadjusted odds ratios calculated
independently for each characteristic using a simple logis tic regression model. (a) patients with access to the Internet; (b) all patients.



Our study was limited in several respects.
Firstly, we used a convenience sample and sec-
ondly, the number of physicians participating in
this study was small (n = 8) and not representative.
It is also important to note, in the context of the
Internet world, where everything evolves ex-
tremely rapidly, that data capture was made in No-
vember 2001.

The novelty of our study is to provide results
for a non English-speaking European country.
They show that Internet use for medical purposes
is relatively significant in Switzerland, even if many
studies [15, 24] indicate that the Internet is not the
most common source of medical information used
by patients. Compared to other traditional media
such as television, radio and newspapers, the In-
ternet is the only medium that gives patients the
opportunity to conduct active searches concerning
their possible health problems.

In the future, new studies will be necessary to
assess patients’ use of the Internet. Health profes-

sionals directly or indirectly generate most of the
health information available on the Internet and a
special effort should thus be made to better inform
these health professionals on patients’ needs and
expectations concerning medical information on
the Internet. 
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Internet access Medical information

search on Internet (a) search on Internet (b)

Adjusted OR p# Adjusted OR p# Adjusted OR p#

Age group <25 1.00 1.00 1.00

25–44 0.46 *** 2.15 *** 1.64 *

54–64 0.27 *** 0.68 * 0.45 ***

65+ 0.02 *** 0.37 *** 0.07 ***

Educational level Obligatory schooling 1.00 NR 1.00

Apprenticeship 2.48 NR NR 2.96 NS

Professional school 3.20 *** NR 3.99 NS

Higher school 3.46 * NR 6.54 *

University 7.23 *** NR 7.19 ***

Other 7.57 *** NR 5.85 *

Knowledge of English No 1.00 1.00 1.00

Yes 4.57 *** 3.83 *** 4.77 ***

Type of disease Acute NR 1.00 1.00

Chronic NR 1.87 * 1.51 NS

Severity of disease Low NR 1.00 1.00

Moderate NR 1.64 *** 1.32 NS

High NR 2.23 *** 2.04 ***

Location of the practice Urban NR 1.00 1.00

Rural NR 0.46 *** 0.48 ***

NB: Gender, disease type and physician speciality have not been used in any of the multi-variate analyses. 
OR = odds ratio. NR = not retained in the multiple logistic regression model. # NS non-significant; * p <0.05; ** p <0.01; *** p <0.005.

Table 2

Adjusted odds ratios
for Internet access
and use of the Inter-
net to find medical
information by pa-
tient and physician
characteristics. Odds
ratios are adjusted 
to the influence of
the other variables 
in the table using a
multiple logistic re-
gression model. (a)
patients with access
to the Internet; 
(b) all patients.
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