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Abstract

The purpose of this report is to address the following questions regarding online continuing medical education (CME) sites: How many online CME sites exist, and how many courses and credit hours of CME do they offer? For which medical specialties is online CME available, and in what numbers and proportions? What are the dominant types of instruction found in online CME?  What proportion of sites is affiliated with medical schools or universities?  How much does online CME cost? Where do the sites find financial support?  How do sites vary in size?  How do the sites promote and advertise their offerings? How many physicians are visiting online CME sites, participating in courses and obtaining CME credit from those courses?

The number of sites offering online CME is growing steadily, from 18 in December 1997 to 96 in February 2000. These 96 sites offer over 3000 hours of CME. 

Sixty-four percent of the sites offered instruction aimed at primary care physicians, 76% aimed at specialists and subspecialists and 18% offered instruction to many or most specialties.  

Twenty-eight percent offered text-only instruction; 38% text and graphics instruction; 23% slide-audio instruction; 7% slide-video instruction, 7% guideline-based; 4% question-answer instruction; and 17% offered interactive instruction. 

Forty-four percent of sites had instruction that was created and/or sponsored by universities or medical schools. 69% of the sites were free or cost $10 or less per credit hour, while only 15% cost $20 or more per hour. 

Thirty-five percent of sites were supported by commercial companies; 42% by universities or medical schools; 6% by governmental agencies; 9% by medical associations or specialty societies; 5% by insurance or managed care companies; and 58% were (at least partially) supported by user fees. 

Three sites offered greater than 100 hours of credit.  Twenty-five sites offered 4 or fewer credit hours of instruction. The remainder of the sites fall in between these extremes. 

A survey sent to the sites indicated a slight upward trend in physician usage. The ACCME Annual Report shows growth in online CME participation from 1997 to 1998. Physicians' use of online CME is increasing slowly. 

CME sites are merging. The larger sites are forming relationships with the smaller sites to co-market their products. There is a marked discrepancy between the number of physician-visitors to an online CME site and the number who actually take the courses for credit. 

Most online CME offerings do not make use of the unique ability of the computer to offer multiple paths to learning new material and the computer's capacity for interactive responses. 

Online CME will continue to grow in usage and will be combined with other forms of CME to create a total package of learning opportunities for physicians.
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