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Patient education and information lately have become increasingly important tools for making disabled and chronically ill active partners of the public health sector in the management of personal health. After the reformulation of the Norwegian health legislation in 2001, information and education centers have been established as hospital departments nation wide.  Gradually, notions about client empowerment have replaced the social democratic ideals about user participation.
As the new management models for running public health services have become more widespread, demands for personal engagement in prevention, treatment and rehabilitation seem to be in progress at the expense of user influence at an organisational level. In this paper I investigate the relationships between liberalistic ideas about

patient involvement, and the participatory democratic principles of user participation. The historic context of these two ways of conceptualizing "patient participation" are briefly outlined. I try to sum up some personal experiences from voluntary organisational work at the users' side of the table over the last 10 to 15 years. I conclude that both professional medical competence and the user's own experiential knowledge are basic to proper health information systems and patient education, and that user partaking in the democratic sense will have to be revitalized in a tension field between the patient's role as a hostage and as a customer. Information- and communication technology may potentially contribute significantly to the information and education centers' public-oriented activities.
