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INTRODUCTION

The ability to use technology and media is called “digital skills”. These skills include sharing information following legal and ethical guidelines, communicating through different digital channels or platforms such as social media or email and handling data safely and efficiently (UNLV, 2021). Digital skills have risen in importance over the past few decades because the use of internet and technological devices have become necessary in many fields including healthcare. Employees often prefer individuals who are confident in using certain programmes, applications, software, and technological devices. For example, an administrative role within a hospital would require good written communication skills for emails and reports, ability to navigate NHS platforms and handling confidential data on computer. Therefore, being able to adapt to this rapidly developing digital world is one of the most essential employability skills. 

The aim of this report is to assess the use of digital technologies by healthcare professionals and how it affects their work, to evaluate the methods used to increase efficiency in healthcare and to discuss the importance of digital literacy for healthcare staff.

The report consists of two main sections. In the first section, the techniques used to enhance the efficiency in healthcare will be described including diagnostic, administrative and care support technologies. In the second section, the importance of digital literacy for healthcare professionals will be discussed.

USE OF TECHNOLOGY IN HEALTHCARE

Technology is the application of scientific and mathematical knowledge to practice in order to facilitate tasks or establish innovative solutions to practical problems (Britannica, 2021).
There are many techniques that are used to improve efficiency in healthcare and health information technologies are shown to improve patient outcomes (Medvice, 2019). These range from diagnostic and care support technology to administrative technology. 

Diagnostic technology

Remote consultations in primary healthcare had been on the rise prior to the Covid-19 pandemic however with the significant pressure the pandemic had on the healthcare system, phone and video consultations quickly became the main way of consulting a doctor. This allowed medical professionals who may be in isolation or shielding to carry out their work from home thus preventing further shortage in valuable healthcare staff during a pandemic. It also meant that patients who were also shielding or isolating did not have to travel to a GP practice to receive the medical care they are entitled to. This relatively quick switch from face to face to remote consultations allowed the inevitable integration of video appointments in primary healthcare to be established nation-wide much earlier than thought (Bakhai, 2020). However, this rapid change came with its challenges. Not every patient has access to necessary equipment or internet access. Even though some of the patients have all the facilities they need for an online consultation, they simply might not know how to navigate the system (Car, Koh, Foong and Wang, 2020). 

Another advantage of remote consultation methods is that it allows three-way communication much easier. This may be needed for consultations where discussions take place between the doctor, the patient and a relative or when multiple healthcare specialists should be present in the patient consultation. Online consultations remove the need for everyone to get together in one room at the same time which means it is much more convenient for every party involved.

One ethical concern about doing patient consultations over the phone is maintaining patient confidentiality. It is argued that confirming the name and date of birth of the patient is not reliable enough to ensure confidentiality since the caller may be a person with a similar voice or a relative who knows the name and date of birth of the patient. Some healthcare professionals suggest a password system where every patient is given a unique password and must quote that password when they communicate the GP practice over the phone (Sokol and Car, 2006). Although this seems to be a more secure way for remote consultations and sharing confidential information, some suggest that it would be more time consuming for the administration purposes. 

Medical technologies are used for diagnosis purposes such as MRI (magnetic resonance imaging) and CT (computed tomography) scans. These are medical investigation techniques used to get more detailed images of the organs, vessels, soft tissue and bones. The images provided guide the medical or surgical management of the patients, so they are invaluable in today’s medicine.





Administrative technology

Use of platforms such as Microsoft Teams makes healthcare professionals’ meetings more accessible, more time efficient and safer in Covid-19 pandemic. For example, in response to the pandemic, Multi-Disciplinary Team (MDT) meetings had to be adapted to take place virtually. MDT meetings are defined as when ‘a group of professionals from one or more clinical disciplines who together make decisions regarding recommended treatment of individual patients’ according to NHS (Sidpra et al., 2020). Online meetings allow scan images and test results to be brought up on the screen where everyone can easily see. This makes the MDT meetings flow smoother by reducing confusion and mix-ups; therefore, promoting patient care and safety. These online platforms can also be used for “virtual patient visits” which provide communication between the patients and their relatives during the pandemic. This helps reduce the chances of transmission in the community without depriving patients from their social support bubble.

Another administrative use of technology is seen in primary care appointments and patient personal records. With the widening use of online logins for GP practices, patients can book a GP appointment through a website or an app, order repeat prescriptions and change personal details such as address and phone numbers (NHS, 2021). All of these save time for administrative staff in GP practices. It is also more convenient for patients as well.


Care Support Technology

Technology enabled care services (TECS) include information apps and monitoring apps or devices (CarersUK, 2021). Technology can enable people living with chronic conditions to have more control over their wellbeing while helping maintain their independence. These can also be used to support carers which ultimately enhances the quality of care and quality of life of the patient (CarersUK, 2021). There are number of apps that are provided by NHS, charities and private health organisations. For instance, there are several applications people with diabetes can use to track their sugar intake and calculate insulin dosage (NHS, 2021). There are insulin pumps that can periodically take blood sugar level readings, then calculate and administer the required dose of insulin. The blood sugar level readings the device record can be transmitted to a smartphone app which provides better long-term monitoring (University of Massachusetts Medical School, 2021).

Switch to electronic prescribing system in many hospitals aims to reduce mistakes due to miscommunication between healthcare staff (Mills, Weidmann and Stewart, 2017). It is suggested that electronic prescribing promotes patient safety by eliminating the problem of illegible writing on prescription charts and patient notes. There are digital reminders that appear on the system about important patient allergies or drug interactions which is another way of decreasing the chances of human errors.


DIGITAL LITERACY

The American Library Association’s definition of digital literacy is “the ability to use information and communication technologies to find, evaluate, create, and communicate information, requiring both cognitive and technical skills.” (Loewus, 2016). Digital capability framework, seen in figure 1, describes the digital skills that are needed in many workplaces.
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Figure 1: Digital capability framework (Jisc, 2021) 


Digital literacy is one of the essential skills for healthcare professionals. In today’s healthcare system, information, and communications technology (ICT) skills, ability to communicate and collaborate digitally are all included in daily tasks of a healthcare professional. ICT skills include communicating via emails, processing data, locating or receiving electronic information e.g. electronic health records and using software programmes designed for healthcare e.g. national picture archiving communications system (PACS) (Sectra Medical, 2021). According to a study in 2019, one fifth of healthcare staff reported lack of confidence in using ICT systems (Kuek and Hakkennes, 2019). This can be addressed through providing more training for the staff and encouraging the use of digital tools for self-development. There are many e-learning modules launched by NHS. Some of them are interactive which increases staff engagement. This might also be useful to diminish the negative attitude towards information systems reported in the study mentioned previously (Kuek and Hakkennes, 2019).

The basis of the healthcare information systems is digital identity. Although it has become a vital part of healthcare IT system, increased dependence on digital identity brings increased risk of identity theft and non-consensual release of confidential information. Therefore, it is important to take appropriate measures to safeguard medical information.


CONCLUSION

To conclude, there are many ways in which rapidly developing technology and digital tools can be used to enhance the quality and efficiency of care as well as to promote patient safety. Therefore, digital literacy is an essential skill for healthcare professionals. Additionally, there has been an unexpected increase in the use of digital tools and technologies in healthcare in response to Covid-19 pandemic which brought innovation as well as new challenges to healthcare.
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