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Background: 

Today's patients want to be more involved in their healthcare decisions than ever 

before.1 Patients are looking to learn about their disease states, treatment options, as 

well as general health information. They are empowered to do so through online 

resources, both creditable and sometimes noncredible. Patients can access their 

health records through physician portals, as well as track their health information 

through various mobile health applications.2 With patients striving to be more informed, 

should the healthcare community not also continue to evolve to best treat patients, as 

well as keep them informed? The Healthcare Information and Management Systems 

Society (HIMSS) believes that this technology driven healthcare information movement 

is not only beneficial to patients but must continue to evolve to maximize patient 

outcomes.3 Amazon Alexa may very well be the next tool for providers to continue this 

trend of informed patients. 

 

The Technology: 

Amazon Alexa is a cloud-based voice service that interacts with people through millions 

of purchased devices.4 Amazon Echo and Amazon Echo Dot are the two devices in 

which Amazon is pushing the Alexa service. These are interactive speakers with prices 

starting at $39.99. These and other devices allow customers to talk to Alexa hands free, 

starting a question or command with "Alexa." Amazon is not the creator of all the 

applications, or skills that Alexa can interact with, instead either contracted or 

independent developers can sign up through Amazon Alexa Skill Builder to create a 

multitude of different applications. These can be as complex as full interactive back-



and-forth conversations, or as simple as Alexa hearing a phrase and it conveys a single 

sentence response. To build a skill, the developer needs to be able to have at minimum 

basic coding knowledge. Skills are free to create, and are charged only when the skill 

usage rate increases after publishing. For consumers to use a skill, they will need to 

download that skill from the Amazon Alexa store on the Amazon website. 

 

Implications on Patient Health: 

While Amazon Alexa has been on the market since 2014, the push into the health sector 

has been made more recently. Health applications are not a new concept. 

Smartphones have had fitness trackers and diet planners for years, but the new skills 

that Amazon Alexa developers have released take these health applications steps 

further. For example, there are a variety of applications that are meant to be used by 

diabetics to improve their quality of life. Sugarpod was the winner of the Alexa Diabetes 

Challenge in 2017 to create the most innovative and useful skill for day to day use in the 

life of a type 2 diabetic.5 The tool allows patients to interact with Alexa building a 

complete task list for the patient to complete. The list is created based on the patient's 

preferences. 

 

Another example to illustrate that Amazon Alexa tools are here to stay in the healthcare 

sector is the fact that they have built a team to become HIPAA compliant across their 

Alexa system.6 While their cloud-based system is not HIPAA compliant, they do have a 

separate requirement list and risk management program requirements for applications 

that deal with Protected Health Information, which maps to HIPAA requirements. 

 

Recently, Cigna has also gotten in on the Amazon Alexa Skill building.7Cigna serves 

roughly 85 million customers globally.8 Cigna has utilized Amazon Alexa to improve 

health literacy through their skill "Answers by Cigna".7 Cigna has built this skill, so patients 

can ask Alexa about health terms. An example phrase is "Alexa, ask Cigna to define a 

deductible." Their skill has the capability to answer questions on over 150 health care 

terms. Cigna is just one of the healthcare companies to take advantage of this wide-

open market niche. 

 

 

How this trend can benefit the Dispensary of Hope Network: 

The Dispensary of Hope and it's network of sites has a goal to increase medication 

access to the most vulnerable populations. These medications are used to improve 

patients' health and reduce avoidable healthcare costs by relieving overall utilization 

as well as hospitalizations. The use of Amazon Alexa to stay in contact with these 

individuals could further optimize the care given to them. An Amazon Echo Dot in 

conjunction with Amazon Alexa is an option to help patients become more 

knowledgeable about their diagnoses, their medications, as well as their individual 

health. While Amazon Alexa cannot replace the interaction between a patient and 

provider, it can have a strong presence in the health maintenance of patients with 

chronic conditions, as well as those who are looking to improve their overall health. 
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