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Introduction

Health related needs are constantly increasing and require specific answers for each pathology. Service availability at public institutions is often limited and is insufficient to cover citizens’ requests. Index of this situation is represented by the long waiting lists.

Objectives

- To improve handling of demand and offer in the health system through innovative technological means of easy application and wide availability 

- To ensure optimization of hospital resources and reduction of management costs

Material and Methods
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The Hospital ICP has developed in 1999 an internet service available at the web address www.ospedalevirtuale.it where patients and caregivers can receive news as well as useful information on the available services. In particular patients can fill out a questionnaire and ask for a second opinion on their disorder. Users can select for a specific disorder, the specialized physician they wish to address the questionnaire. We now have over 40 specialists for over 10 different disorders. In general we deal with chronic disorders where we offer in addition to second opinion also a follow-up after a real visit at the hospital. Over 40% of the patients come from outside our region Lombardia. So far the service has been offered free of charge. 

In the Figure 1 we report the characteristics of the users of the Parkinson service. Patients with Parkinson’s disease require frequent visits and the use of internet may facilitate follow up. 
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Figure 2 defines users of the Parkinson questionnaire on the basis of disease duration and severity. 
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Figure 3 describes the degree of mobility of the same users. We have then analyzed the most frequent questions and expectations that users (patients and caregivers) have from the service.

As presented in Figure 4 almost 40% of the users ask for information on a specific disease in particular on new medications or about specialized centers in their area.
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Figure 5 illustrates patient expectations from the service. Another interesting element that has emerged from our analysis of the service is the need for containing whenever possible travel related expenses. 
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Figure 6 shows average travel costs relative to a sample of 6000 patients visited at the hospital in the last five years.
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Results

We are currently handling over 500 questionnaires per months. Answers are mailed within less than a week. The total number of visited pages exceeds 20000. We are in the process to add new specialties to the service and we will introduce a chat line at defined times with the possibility for web meeting. In addition this project has determined:

· greater visibility 

· increasing participation from hospital physicians

· reduction of patient access to the outpatient clinic of almost 20%

· a way of communication with family doctors
This experience has also led to a European project where our hospital is involved together with the Istituti Ortopedici Rizzoli in Bologna and the Brussels Regional Health system. Goal of this project is to expand our experience from local to national and ultimately European level.

Conclusions

The aforementioned data suggest that this service if appropriately applied may lead to benefits for patients, their families as well as the whole society. It is not a substitute of the traditional medical visit but represents an integration in the process of care. Factors that may contribute to the success and establishment of this approach are:

· The development of appropriate indicators to demonstrate clinical usefulness

· Capacity to reduce inappropriate patient admissions and hospital accesses

· Integration with territorial services

· Facilitated access for General Practitioners

· Determine an appropriate reimbursement fee

· Direct involvement of Regional Health Authorities

In conclusions the virtual hospital service has been perceived positively by the public and among hospital operators. We are working together with health authorities of Regione Lombardia to develop indicators that will assess social and economic impact of this service and its role within the public health system. Finally, we are introducing new services (real-time chat and videoconferencing) and expanding to other hospitals of excellence as part of a project financed by the European Union (VIRTUS TEN-Telecom Programme C27286).
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