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Abstract

The popularization of the Internet reduces the communication cost of
physicians’ information. It is easier for customers obtaining the online
physicians’ information to make medical decisions. Thus, this study aims to
analyze the disclosure of physicians’ information on the Internet, find out the
contents, numbers, and the characteristic of physicians’ personal information
and professional information, and understand how the information describes
physicians’ image. The sample size is 4,500 which collected from the Google
search engine, and the study framework contains the types of website, the
physicians’ personal information, the physicians’ professional information, and
the additional descriptions about physicians’ image. This study conducts the
content analysis, and the results are shown to provide some suggestions to the
physician information seekers and physician information providers.

Keywords: Online physician information, Physician information disclosure,
Choosing a physician, Choosing a doctor, Content analysis

SUMMARY

Introduction

Physician information refers to the information that the public can
obtain from physicians’ medical practices, including physicians’ professional
backgrounds and personal information, such as education, experiences, medical
practice information and award records. People with needs of seeking medical
advice might need to obtain physician information from all aspects, compare, and
make final decisions. At this time of prosperous internet development, people can
obtain more physician information from the internet without limitations of time
and space. Physicians’ background and evaluation information have been made
public and disseminated on the web. People are both information disseminators
and receivers. The physician information obtained from the web might form
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people’s first impression of a particular physician, no matter whether that
physician is chosen for seeking medical advice in the end.

In this study, the content analysis approach was adopted to investigate the
presentation of the content of online physician information. The four research
questions include (1) what are the types of websites containing physician
information? (2) what are the disclosed contents of physicians’ personal
information, and what to what level does it disclose? (3) what are the disclosed
contents of physicians’ professional information, and what to what level does it
disclose? and (4) what are the approaches used to complement physicians’ images
in the online physician information? In this study, distribution of online physician
information has been analyzed according to different medical specialties and
website types, for the public to seek online physician information based on
their own needs, and for the information providers to understand information
presentation and to enhance information quality.

Review of Literature

The review of literature contains two parts. First, it discusses the
information asymmetry in the medical setting, and how information disclosure
may solve the problem of information asymmetry and achieve the goal of patient
empowerment. Second, it presents healthcare provider information and physician
information to provide an analytical framework for this current study.

In summary, studies on online physician information has been widely
conducted in the context outside of Taiwan. However, in Taiwan, few studies
have been focusing on general public’s medical choice and preferences, rather
than on the analysis of textual and visual content of online physician information.
Therefore, this study aims to investigate the online physician information
available in Taiwan, and to assess its quantity to ensure sufficient and adequate
information is available for people’s medical decision-making.

Research Method

In this study, the search engine Google was used as the research tool, and
“physician’s name + (space) + doctor” was used as the keywords combination
to search and retrieve web pages that contained online physician information.
The results of searches on the webs were the research subjects. The purposive
sampling approach was adopted to obtain 20 records of 15 physicians in 15
medical specialties, with a total of 4,500 records. The period of data collection
was from January 4, 2018, to April 16, 2018. The fifteen medical specialties
included family medicine, general medicine, general surgery, pediatrics,
obstetrics and gynecology, orthopedics, neurosurgery, urology, otolaryngology,
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ophthalmology, dermatology, neurology, psychiatry, rehabilitation medicine, and
plastic surgery.

In this study, the four aspects of analysis framework included types of
websites containing physician information, physicians’ personal information,
physicians’ professional information, and complemented descriptions of
physicians’ images. Data of each webpage under investigation was recorded
and encoded in Excel, and the frequency distributions, percentages and means of
physicians’ personal information, professional information and complemented
descriptions of physicians’ images in different medical specialties and website
types were calculated. Two intercoders were responsible for coding 250 records
independently, and these 250 records were randomly selected from the samples.
Intercoder reliability was then calculated by checking the agreement between
coders in each analysis category. The intercoder reliability between the primary
researcher and the first intercoder was .65, and the between the primary researcher
and the second intercoder was .76, which achieved high agreement.

Research Results and Findings

1. The type of websites from which people tended to obtain online physician
information was social network sites (17.91%), because there were a variety of
social network users who would mention physicians in various social networks,
and thus generated more physician information. The most disclosed item of
physicians’ personal information was gender (34.02%).

2. The medical specialties of plastic surgery and general surgery had the
most physicians’ personal information online, and the major website type was
news media sites.

3. The most frequently disclosed content of physicians’ professional
information online was physician’s belonged medical institution. The three most
disclosed information included belonged medical institutions (85.24%), medical
specialties (72.64%) and job titles (52.33%). Especially in medical specialties of
ophthalmology and plastic surgery which had a higher medical risk and higher
medical expenses, people needed more physicians’ professional information for
making decisions of seeking medical advice. Physicians’ professional information
was majorly obtained from official websites of belonged medical institutions (M =
8.32).

4. Physicians’ web images were frequently presented with visual
information, especially in the medical specialty of plastic surgery, physicians’
head images or videos were frequently used to build authoritative images,
assisted with behavioral information, such as explanations of medical cases, for
enhancing the public’s sense of trust in physicians. Social network sites also had
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a great help in building physicians’ web images of visual level (M = .63). For the
convenience of social network sites, users of various identities had the willingness
to share physicians’ images or videos, thus the visual information was presented
the most in social network sites. However, it needs to further verify whether the
account owners of these social network sites were actually physicians or medical
institutions. Now it has become easier to save and re-distribute online data, and
physicians’ gender information and visual information (such as photos) might be
used fraudulently, thus it is worth reminding that the public need to attend to the
credibility of obtained information.

Conclusions and Suggestions

It is suggested that further research should do the sampling according to the
percentages of actual numbers of physicians in different medical specialties, for
revealing a distribution that is closer to the actual data. In addition, interviews
or surveys should be conducted on the public, for understanding whether online
physician information meets the public’s actual needs. Information quality
evaluation is also another important issue. It is suggested that quality analysis
should be based on health information evaluation guidelines and relevant
regulations that the government have issued on medical information, and expert
validity analysis should be conducted for generating a measure for evaluating
online physician information, and thus helping the public choose online physician
information of good quality.
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