
Hospitals have prioritized investment 
in health information technology 

(IT) to support the sharing of patient 
information among clinicians. The value 
of hospital adoption of electronic health 
records (EHRs) also extends to patients, 

who now have more secure electronic 
access to their medical information than 
ever before. 

A growing number of individuals also are 
able to perform everyday health care tasks, 

such as making a medical appointment 
online with their hospital-based care 
providers. Offering these capabilities 
allows patients to more easily access their 
providers and engage in their care.

One in four Americans experiences 
a mental illness or substance abuse 

disorder each year, and the majority also 
has a comorbid physical health condi-
tion.1 In 2009, more than 2 million 
discharges from community hospitals 
were for a primary diagnosis of mental 
illness or substance abuse disorder.2,3 

The range of effective treatment 
options for behavioral health disor-
ders—which encompass both mental 
illness and substance abuse disorders—
is expanding. Research indicates that 
better integration of behavioral health 
care services into the broader health 
care continuum can have a positive 
impact on quality, costs and outcomes. 

Mental illnesses are specific, diagnos-
able disorders. Each is characterized by 
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intense alterations in thinking, mood 
and/or behavior over time. Substance 
abuse disorders are conditions resulting 
from the inappropriate use of alcohol, 
prescription drugs and/or illegal drugs.4 
Behavioral health disorders may also 
include a range of addictive behaviors, 
such as gambling or eating disorders, 
characterized by an inability to abstain 
from the behavior and a lack of aware-
ness of the problem.5 

Health reform creates new impetus 
and opportunity for better managing 
the care delivered to individuals with 
these conditions. Expansion of health 
insurance generally, along with improved 
coverage of behavioral health treatment 
under parity laws, will broaden access 
to needed services. At the same time, 

increased provider accountability will 
spur efforts to coordinate care across 
currently fragmented settings to improve 
the efficiency and effectiveness of care 
delivered to individuals with behavioral 
health conditions. 

Many providers already are work-
ing with private payers to meet these 
same goals. Initiatives span value-based 
purchasing, accountable care organiza-
tions, patient-centered medical homes, 
and efforts to reduce readmissions. 
These initiatives will have important 
implications for the delivery of behav-
ioral health care. And as the demand 
for behavioral health services is likely to 
continue to outstrip capacity, improv-
ing care integration can help to better 
manage this need.

Bringing Behavioral Health into the Care Continuum:  
Opportunities to Improve Quality, Costs and Outcomes

Highly Prevalent, Behavioral Health Disorders Have a Significant  
Economic and Social Impact

Behavioral health disorders affect a sub-
stantial portion of the U.S. population. 
Nearly half of all Americans will develop 
a mental illness during their lifetime.6 An 
estimated 22.5 million Americans suf-
fered with substance abuse or dependence 
in 2009,7 and 27 percent of Americans 
will suffer from a substance abuse disor-

der during their lifetimes.8 While behav-
ioral health disorders primarily affect 
adults, they also are prevalent among 
children. Among children, mental health 
conditions were the fourth most common 
reason for admission to the hospital in 
2009.9 Studies reveal that approximately 
17 percent of Medicare beneficiaries have 
a mental illness.10 An analysis of Medicaid 
beneficiaries across 13 states found that 
more than 11 percent of beneficiaries 

used behavioral health services in a year.11 

The economic and social costs associ-
ated with behavioral health are significant, 
underscoring the importance of treating 
these conditions.12 In the majority of 
cases, behavioral health conditions are 
serious enough to cause limitations in 
daily living and social activities.13 For 
example, behavioral health conditions 
hinder worker productivity and raise 
absenteeism, resulting in reduced income 
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Individuals’ Ability to Electronically Access Their Hospital Medical 
Records, Perform Key Tasks is Growing 

Vast Majority of Hospitals Offer Individuals Online Access to Medical Records
Individuals request access to their 

medical records for a variety of reasons, 
such as reviewing instructions from their 
physician from a previous visit, checking 
the results of laboratory tests, or keeping 
track of their personal health history. In 
the past, performing these tasks typically 
involved a formal request to the hospital’s 
medical records department, which could 
provide a paper copy of the patient’s 
record. 

With the adoption of EHRs, medical 
records are now stored in electronic 
format. This transition has allowed 
hospitals to offer individuals online access 
to their medical records. In 2015:1

•  92 percent of hospitals offered the 
ability to view medical records, 
compared to 43 percent of hospitals 
in 2013.

•  84 percent of hospitals allowed 
patients to download information 
from their medical record, up from 
30 percent of hospitals in 2013.

•  70 percent of hospitals allowed a 
referral summary to be sent to a third 
party; only 13 percent of hospitals 
offered this function in 2013. 

1 Data from the 2015 AHA Annual Survey Information Technology Supplement. All reported results are unweighted. 

Over 90% of hospitals offer the capability to view medical records online; 
most offer the ability to perform related tasks.
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Hospitals also are able, in many cases, to offer 
patients the ability to perform everyday health care tasks 
online. These capabilities include the ability to schedule 
appointments, order prescription refills and submit payment. 

Offering these functions can be complex, as it integrates 
data from other areas within the hospital, such as scheduling, 
pharmacy and revenue cycle systems, which may not be easy 
to connect. As hospitals invest in solutions to allow online 
collaboration between units, the ability to offer these services 
will continue to expand. In 2015: 

•  74 percent of hospitals provided the capability of paying 
bills online, up from 56 percent in 2013.

•  45 percent of hospitals allowed patients to schedule 
appointments online, in comparison to 31 percent in 
2013.

•  44 percent of hospitals were able to allow patients to refill 
prescriptions online; 30 percent of patients could order 
refills in 2013.

Between in-person visits, patients may have questions for 
providers that would otherwise require a phone call or another 
visit to the office. However, a growing number of hospitals now 
provide an additional way for patients to communicate with their 
care providers between visits. In 2015, 63 percent of hospitals 
allowed patients to message their providers online, an increase of 8 
percentage points from 2014.

A smaller, but increasing, percentage of hospitals allow their 
patients to submit patient-generated data to their provider online, 
which can help physicians monitor and evaluate the patient’s 
condition between visits. Thirty-seven percent of hospitals 
provided the ability for patients to submit data in 2015, a 
significant increase from 14 percent of hospitals in 2013.

The Ability for Individuals to Communicate Online with Providers Continues to Expand

Key Takeaways

An Increasing Number of Hospitals Offer Individuals the Ability to Complete Routine Medical 
Tasks Online

INDIVIDUALS’ ABILITY TO ELECTRONICALLY ACCESS THEIR HOSPITAL MEDICAL RECORDS, PERFORM KEY TASKS IS GROWING 

A growing number of hospitals provide patients the ability 
to perform routine health care-related tasks online.
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* This question was introduced to the survey in 2014.

Hospitals are offering individuals more electronic access to their medical information than ever before. Patients also have a growing ability 
to interact with their providers and to perform routine tasks online. As more hospitals are able to offer these services, individuals will have 
more insight into their medical data and the ability to interact with care providers at times and in ways that are convenient for the patient.
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