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How to Conduct an Internet Search for Health Information

Searching the internet for quality health information can be confusing and frustrating. Anyone can create a website… So how do you know what online health information you can trust?

There are two good ways to search the internet for health information:
1) Use a gateway website to search only pre-screened websites
or

2) Conduct your own search using the questions below to evaluate each website
Option 1: Gateway Websites
There are organizations that evaluate the quality of health information websites. One of these organizations is called Health on the Net. You can search for health information through their website. If you use the search bar on their website (instead of google.com or yahoo.com or another commercial search engine), then only screened and approved health information websites will be shown in the results of your search.
Search on their website at: http://www.hon.ch/MedHunt/

Option 2: Conduct Your Own Search: Evaluate the website with 
these questions
Answers to these questions should be “YES”:
Is the purpose of the site clear? □Yes □No 
Is the information meant for patients and families? □Yes □No
Is it clear who owns the website? □Yes □No 
Look for an “About Us” tab to learn more about the people who run the website.
Can you contact the owner? □Yes □No 
Is there a group of people who review the content of the website? □Yes □No 
Look for a link called “editorial policy” or “editorial board.” Review who is on the editorial board. Are they doctors, psychologists, social workers, or other health professionals? Who do they work for? With which institutions are they associated?
Are the site’s sources of information given? □Yes □No
Look for lists of references (often at the end of the page). Information from research journals and health institutions is much better than information from personal experiences or discussion boards.
Is the site up to date? □Yes □No
Look for the date of when the site was last updated. This is often at the top or bottom of the page. Medical information changes – the website should too!
Does the site clearly state that the information online does not take the place of talking with your doctor? □Yes □No
Discuss treatment decision with your doctor. No website should attempt to take the place of your doctor’s medical care. 
If you enter personal information, is it kept private? □Yes □No 
Does the site clearly state how your personal information will be used? □Yes □No
Is the information presented in a way that you can understand it? □Yes □No

Answers to these questions should be “NO”:
Are there a lot of ads? □Yes □No
Ads may be a source of money to keep up the site or pay the authors. This can bias the information on the site. Know that ads may affect the quality of the site’s information.
Do you have to enter personal information to access site information? □Yes □No
Is the site’s main goal to sell you something? □Yes □No Is the information only available in books or brochures for purchase? Are they selling alternative treatments or other medical supplies? 
Is the information based on the opinion of one person or a group of non-professionals? □Yes □No
Question the quality of information based on opinions. Someone who claims to be an “expert” in a field may have a biased view of the issue. True experts give balanced information, list reliable sources, and draw from the knowledge of other professionals as well as their own.
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