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Stacie Calabrese: Health Information on the 
Internet
With the vast amount of online health consumer information, 
the barrier of waiting for health information from a doctor 
has been reduced; however, access to inaccurate, outdated, and 
irresponsible health information has increased. Research an 
instance where a health consumer(s) or a health professional(s) 
experienced this situation.  Define how an informational pro-
fessional would be able to intervene, and what kinds of pro-
grams and/or resources could be developed to impart credible 
health information to consumers, or to consumers via health 
professionals.

In an attempt to find a real-life instance of inaccurate, out-
dated or irresponsible health information on the Internet, I 
turned to the Internet itself, more specifically, my Facebook 
friends. Within moments of my status requesting an example, 
a friend commented that she was searching for information 
on Asperger’s Syndrome and found information promoting 
“autism diets” that rob children of valuable nutrients that make 
it even harder for them to function. Moments after that, another 
friend sent me a private message telling me she didn’t want to 
start an argument with a stranger, but she knows many people 
who have had success with these diets. Within moments, the 
very problem with conflicting consumer health information on 
the Internet played out on my own Facebook page.

With recent reports that 1 in 88 children are diagnosed with 
autism spectrum disorders (Baio, 2012), there is an increased 
need for information for concerned parents and future par-
ents. This information need creates a unique opportunity for 
information professionals to make an impact on users on a 
meaningful and personal level.

There is no doubt that people are turning to the Internet for 
health information. In a 2010 Pew Internet & American Life 
Project survey, it was found that 80% of Internet users have 
looked online for information on health topics such as a specific 
disease or treatment with 30% reporting that they or someone 
they know has been helped by following information found 
online and only 3% reporting that they or someone they know 
has been harmed. (Fox, 2011) The perception appears to be that 
all of this information is a good thing, but what can be done to 
be sure that the number of people who report being harmed 
stays so low?

One of the most important interventions is simply education 
surrounding evaluation of the credibility of information pre-
sented on the Internet. In a study evaluating how consumers 
search for and appraise health information on the Internet, 
none of the participants reviewed “about us” sections, dis-
claimers or disclosure statements (Eysenbach & Kohler, 2002). 
Instead, the participants relied on professional design, a sci-
entific or official touch, language and ease of use. While these 
are certainly factors that should be used to evaluate credibility, 
when it comes to something as important as one’s health or 
the health of a loved one, users should be empowered to go 
further in assessing credibility.

A simple way to encourage this extra step is generate aware-
ness of the Health on the Net (HON) certification, which is 
awarded to health websites that present information that is 
authoritative, complementary to the doctor-patient relation-
ship, respectful of privacy, has clearly attributed sources, 
presents justifiable claims, is transparent, identifies funding 
sources, and has advertising that is clearly distinguished from 
editorial content. This certification appears as an icon at the 
bottom of accepted web pages and is awarded by the HON 
Foundation, which is non-governmental organization that is 
internationally known for its work in health information ethics. 
A simple mention of this certification may serve as a gentle 
reminder to users that they should be aware of the sources and 
credibility the information they find.

Going further from this simple certification, information pro-
fessionals can provide users with other important questions 
that should be asked to determining credibility, such as: are 
research findings cited and documented? Is there evidence that 
the information is accurate? Have there been frequent updates 
indicating there is ongoing site maintenance? Is the authority 
clearly identified with background, resume, CV, or biography? 
(McInerney, 2000) If users are unwilling or unable to make 
these assessments on their own, they can be directed to existing 
portals, such as MedlinePlus, a project of the National Library 
of Medicine that provides access to quality health informa-
tion. For the example of autism and diet, information accessed 
through a MedlinePlus search reveals that to date, there are no 
controlled scientific studies showing that diet improves the 
symptoms of autism, even though some people report relief. 
Ultimately, the best advice is offered – talk to your health-care 
team, including a registered dietitian. Although information 
professionals can guide users toward accurate information, 
it is important to avoid dispensing medical advice and stress 
that decisions should be made in consult with a health care 
professional.

Libraries may also want to offer expert searching services and 
create vetted consumer health portals. A 2006 study examined 
feedback from 566 individuals who sought health informa-
tion on their own and found that when professional searchers 
assisted, previously unfound information was delivered for 
96.2% of the users. (Volk, 2007) While users may be hesitant to 
reveal personal information in reference settings, the creation 
of a portal may help in nudging them toward it, or at the very 
minimum, give them access to appropriate quality sources. 
Such portals can be designed to provide a variety of up to date, 
verified, quality consumer health information, such as links 
to MedlinePlus and the National Center for Complementary 
and Alternative Medicine, clinical trials information, support 
resources, drug information and search resources. Addition-
ally, offering expert search services and reminding users of the 
library’s policy on protection of privacy may prompt users to 
ask for help. Providing timely information may also add value; 
for example when the autism data was released the latest report 
could be summarized, linked and paired with quality informa-
tion about early intervention and treatment options. 
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Information professionals cannot and should not take the place 
of health care providers but can serve as advocates and a link 
between consumers and quality information and most impor-
tantly – encouraging them to use that information to initiate 
discussion with medical professionals. 
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