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Introduction

Health is among the most pressing concerns of all Americans.  Trends in demographics, politics, culture, and economics have pushed health care to the forefront of the national consciousness, as evidenced most dramatically by the current debate over health care reform.  The causes for this sharpened focus are many, including changes in attitudes toward health, fitness, nutrition, and quality of life, as well as in the organizations and systems we rely on in order to select, obtain, and pay for our health care.  
With jobs in the health care sector projected to multiply dramatically (the September 7, 2009 Rochester Democrat & Chronicle reports a net increase of 544,000 health care jobs since the recession began), and with an increasingly demanding and inquisitive population of health care consumers, communication about health will become ever more critical in the coming decades.  The transformations underway in health care place a premium on gathering, vetting, organizing, shaping, and delivering health-related information.  According to Healthy People 2010 (2000), the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services’ blueprint for improving Americans’ health in the present decade, “key health improvement activities . . . all depend to some extent on effective health communication” (p. 11-5), which is one of 28 focus areas identified in that report.  Health communication includes public health campaigns, physician-patient communication, risk communication, health journalism, and numerous other human interactions related to health.

Several constituencies have a stake in communicating clearly, effectively and in an audience-centered way about health:  health care providers with patients, patients with their doctors, HMOs with their clients, pharmaceutical companies with their customers, journalists with their readers, and various government agencies and non-profit organizations with everyone.  With close attention to the needs and expectations of their various audiences, health communication professionals will craft the messages, design the campaigns, and lead these health communication initiatives.  Therefore, an undergraduate program in Health Communication is not only timely; it is a singularly forward-looking addition to RIT’s portfolio of academic offerings.  
An Overview of the Health Communication Program
The proposed B.S. degree in Health Communication shares many of the core courses and professional electives—as well as the over-all structure—of the three existing B.S. degree programs offered by the Department of Communication:  Professional & Technical Communication (PTC), Advertising & Public Relations (APR), and Journalism.  In addition, students would take a new course in Health and the Media, as well as special versions of existing courses:  Health Campaign Planning and Management (an APR course), and Reporting in Specialized Fields: Health (Journalism); complete two quarters of Co-op in a professional health communication setting; and complete 20 credit hours in a professional core of courses related to health from the College of Science, the B. Thomas Golisano College of Computing and Information Sciences, and the College of Applied Science and Technology.  

The professional core, Health Sciences and Systems, provides strong curricular linkages with other academic programs on campus:  Medical Sciences, Medical Informatics and Health Systems Administration.  The core of 20 credits provides students in Health Communication with fundamental background knowledge in the sciences related to health care, as well as in the social, legal, and economic aspects of health systems in the U.S.  A sampling of optional courses includes Health Awareness, Human Diseases, Law & Medicine, Computers in Medicine, Health Care Economics/Finance, and Health Planning & Program Development.
Graduates of the program will have entrée to a myriad of existing and emerging career opportunities.  Health communication specialists work in hospitals, government agencies, and non-profit organizations, as well as for a diversity of health care businesses.  Among the job opportunities are:  health communicator for a corporation; communication specialist in development and fund-raising for a health charity; medical grants writer; medical center publications editor; health communication analyst; health information officer for a non-profit organization; communication specialist for a health maintenance organization; health education manager; patient and/or client advocate; and health reporter/journalist.
The B.S in Health Communication is designed not only for the needs of today, but also for those that will manifest themselves in the marketplace throughout the first half of the twenty-first century.
Why Health Communication is Right for RIT

Adding a degree program in Health Communication is a smart move for RIT for at least three reasons.  First, the Rochester area comprises a wealth of institutional and human resources in health care, so it presents many opportunities for intellectual and professional exchange.  Second, Health Communication is a rapidly growing academic sub-discipline within the Communication field, one likely to attract not only future scholars but also the sort of grant dollars so integral to RIT’s growth and stature.  Third, the faculty and curricular elements, both within the Department of Communication and elsewhere at the Institute, already are in place.  
RIT and Rochester Promising Sites for Health Communication

RIT is in a uniquely strong position to offer a B.S. degree in Health Communication.  Drawing on the courses and faculty experience of well-established undergraduate degree programs in Professional & Technical Communication and Advertising & Public Relations, as well as building connections with our new B.S. degree program in Journalism, Health Communication also will take advantage of RIT’s programs in Medical Sciences, Medical Informatics and Health Systems Administration.  With an emphasis on conceptual and applied education, a Health Communication degree program will extend RIT’s portfolio of offerings to include theoretical and practical preparation for success in a growing professional field.

The Rochester area, with its teaching hospitals, prominent medical school, and numerous other health care and health-related facilities and organizations, offers many local Co-op opportunities in health communication, as well as medical and health-management expertise upon which faculty and students can draw.  One local initiative, The Rochester Center to Improve Communication in Health Care, housed in the Department of Family Medicine, University of Rochester School of Medicine and Dentistry, will offer information and advisement, and may be a partner in joint research projects.  

Moreover, the recent announcement of a strategic alliance between RIT and Rochester General Health System provides another excellent opportunity for industry/academy cross-pollination.  The December 2008 RIT/RGHS joint announcement points to RIT’s existing strengths in, for example, biomedical science and technology, biomedical engineering, health management, public health policy, medical ethics, medical informatics, and psychology.  Further, the announcement emphasizes that biomedical science “is fast becoming a kind of information science in which RIT’s expertise in areas such as information technology, nanotechnology, robotics, and imaging can play an increasingly important role.”  Add to that list the criticality of gathering, vetting, organizing, shaping, and delivering health-related information with an audience-centered focus:  in short, health communication.  An undergraduate program in Health Communication will offer RIT yet another opportunity to contribute its expertise to this partnership.

Health Communication a Focus of Research and Scholarship

In recent years, health communication has grown into a vibrant sub-discipline of Communication, with an 863-member Health Communication Division within the National Communication Association (NCA).  According to the NCA website, “Health Communication is one of the fastest growing areas of scholarship within NCA” (http://www.natcom.org/nca/Template2.asp?bid=5067). One measure of that growth in scholarly interest and production is found in popular indexes of academic books and journals.  For example, a current search of “health communication” using Academic Search Elite flagged nearly 1500 publications.  The identical query on ComAbstracts brought up 2200 citations.  

This increasing interest led to the formation of the Coalition for Health Communication (CHC), which draws members from the Health  Communication Working Group of the American Public Health Association, the Health Communication Division of the NCA, the International Communication Association, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, the National Cancer Institute, and the Office of Disease Prevention and Health Promotion.  The CHC defines itself as 

an inter-organizational task force whose mission is to strengthen the identity and advance the field of health communication.  This organization grew out of the recognitions of (a) the need for professionals and practitioners to be more aware of each others' contributions and to provide a focus for their interaction, and (b) the need to promote the integrity of and advance the field of health communication while assuring a focus on communication in those efforts, while recognizing that health communication research and practice are conducted across numerous disciplines. 

At the National Communication Association’s annual convention, its Health Communication Division sponsors numerous sessions on health communication research.  At past conferences, papers have been delivered as part of panels on, for example:

· Culture and Health Communication
· The Internet and Health
· Interpersonal Communication in Health Contexts
· Media and Health Communication
· Physician-Patient Communication
· Health, Communication, and Aging
· Assessing Media Uses and Practices in Disseminating Health Communication
· Communication Implications for Public Health
For the most recent NCA convention, held in November, 2008, the Health Communication Division received submissions for 181 papers (second highest among all divisions) and 17 panels; 107 papers (59%) and 6 panels (35%) were accepted for presentation.  
This rapidly increasing interest in health communication research has led to a concomitant growth in grant opportunities, for faculty and students, from such organizations as the American Cancer Society, the National Institutes for Health, and the Centers for Disease Control. For example, in 2005, the CDC awarded three “Centers of Excellence in Health Marketing and Health Communication” grants totaling $11 million over three years (http://grants.nih.gov/grants/funding/phs398/phs398,html).  Funding for internships and training in health journalism—for instance, the Kaiser Family Foundation Media Internships in Health Reporting—also is available.  
Academic conferences devoted to health communication, numerous panels and interest groups at national and regional conferences, dozens of related publications such as the Journal of Health Communication, and numerous grant opportunities—all underscore the vitality of this burgeoning area of scholarly inquiry.  
Health Communication and the RIT Mission
Central to RIT’s mission are the rigorous pursuit of “new and emerging career areas” and a commitment to “develop and deliver curricula and advance scholarship relevant to emerging technologies and social conditions.”  As described in this concept paper, a B.S. degree program in Health Communication fits neatly within this institutional vision.  The Health Communication program will prepare graduates to respond to the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services’ call for effective health communication in the service of improving Americans’ health in the coming decades.  That is, these graduates will be ready to participate in an emerging career area, in response to rapidly evolving social conditions.  Also, built on a solid foundation of internal and, to a lesser extent, external partnerships, the Health Communication program matches the “innovative and collaborative spirit” central to the RIT academic community. 
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