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Introduction 

The Internet’s main characteristics are its dynamism and popularity. Every day 
such a great amount of new pages are created that it is almost impossible to 
determine the volume of available information through the Web (the search for 
the term “health” allows us to recuperate over 668 million web pages while 
“salud” [health in Spanish] reaches more than 14 million1). 

Patients tend to use the Internet more often everyday. In a recent study 
conducted among Spanish university students (225 young adults between 18 
and 25 years old), 67% of them used the Web to look for health information out 
of curiosity, while 38,5% of them used it to find out something specific about an 
illness or treatment regarding some relatives. In the same study 80,4% of the 
study population considered that they had found the correct information due to 
the Web. Moreover, the Internet is becoming a major factor between doctor-
patient relationships2.  There is an increasing interest to analyze and guarantee 
the quality of health care information on the Web3 4. As a matter of fact, it does 
not depend on whether or not the patient is an Internet user. Actually, it relies 
on its accessibility, privacy and certainly credibility. All these factors will be likely 
to increase when compared to the rest of the Media in the immediate future5. 

In a classic study on reliability on Internet information use, Impicciatore et al6, 
found a great variability in 41 websites on what should be done in the case 
when a child has high fever. This study contributed with some other ones7 to 
call attention to the relevance of the health information on the Web. 



Eysenbach & Köhler8 found out that the most credible health web sites were 
those with a more professional appearance, those using a more comprehensive 
language, and those that included references to the original sources. Our own 
data, in a study conducted in Spain, showed similar results9. Furthermore, data 
illustrates that Internet users give more credibility to those pages when they 
consider that they contain full information, when navigation is easy and quick 
(downloading time is less than 10 sec.), the web page is updated on a regular 
basis, when it appears between the first results in the Internet search main 
engines (Google, Yahoo, Lycos), and when the banners are easily differentiated 
from the contents’. 

One of the advantages of Internet that was identified10, was that it can 
contribute to increasing the patient’s compliance11 12 and, to help him/her to 
improve or maintain their health in best shape (e.g. pre-operatory counselling, 
less bureaucracy), to enroll in clinical trials13, and to identify relevant information 
to contrast with their physician. However, it might become necessary to develop 
the appropriate skills in Internet users’ in order to enable them to select the 
proper web pages while surfing14. Furthermore, it might be necessary to design 
specific patient areas in professional health webs15.  

The aim of the study was to outline a series of recommendations for those who 
search health care information on the Web. 

 

Methods 

After an in-depth literature review, a group of 9 experts met in Madrid (Spain), in 
May 2005. Experts were selected according to their knowledge of health care 
and Internet: clinicians, documentalists, IT specialists, journalists, web 
managers and webmasters. Two topics were discussed during the meeting: 1) 
which issues increase web information credibility, and 2) how they thought that 
new technology influenced the patient-doctor relationship.  

A qualitative technique was used to reach consensus. In order to prioritize 
matters, experts pointed out their opinions and experiences on: web sites of 
greater reliability, how to increase the web’s credibility, and the key items for 
health care professionals as well as for internet users. In addition, the 
advantages and disadvantages of Internet in the patient-doctor relationship 
were identified.  

In the first item used to “break the ice” and to balance group participation, we let 
the experts write down their own suggestions from their personal perspectives 
on cards. All the identified issues were posted in a panel to the rest of the 
group. The other questions were presented directly to the group in order to 
promote discussion. 

 

Results 



Firstly, assistants identified the attributes to which they pay more attention to in 
a web page. There was consensus on the contents update, and on the web 
visibility with different search engines. Disagreement was brought up on the 
importance of the site map and the searcher. For some of the participants, 
quality certificates were important (HON Code, accredited medical web, etc.), 
while for others, those certificates did not guarantee the quality of contents. 
Enabling the users to find the main topics seemed to be more important. 
updates, usefulness, user friendliness and visibility. However, there was 
controversy when evaluating if a limited access to a web page increased its 
credibility. Experts agreed on the necessity for health information credibility, 
regular controversy when evaluating if a limited access to a web page increased 
its credibility.  

Finally they reached a consensus that as professionals visit web sites they 
eventually differentiate which ones they can trust. It is the number of visits to a 
web site that reflect its credibility. From the patients’ perspective, how regularly 
the information is updated and the language clarity and comprehensiveness 
assign credibility. Other factors that were pointed out were the author’s 
identification, whether it is easy to surf on, when the page appears between the 
first choices of the main engines, and that the banners are well differentiated 
from the health contents. Both professionals and patients considered it essential 
that the downloading time be less than 10 sec. as well as accessing the web 
links to the computer programs required to view the site (PDF, WMV, etc.).  

Table 1 shows a list of basic recommendations for those Internet users who visit 
health care web sites, in order to provide them with tips that facilitate them with 
a safer and better use of the Web. 

Discussion 

Variability in both content and quality of medical information to the public is not 
exclusive to the Internet, as wide differences also exist in other forms of public 
communication, such as print and broadcast media. However, searching for 
health care information on the Internet underlines the importance of its reliability 
and credibility16. Further study is needed to determine how to make such 
information accurate, credible, accessible, trustworthy, easy to use, and 
understandable. 

Nowadays health web sites vary in quality, and not all consumers are aware of 
the need to evaluate the information they find on the Web. Currently the Internet 
users can access to web sites of sanitary information of recognized quality. 
However awareness about health information quality standards is a rarity. 
Furthermore, trustable web pages cohabit with unreliable ones were information 
is slanted, not being updated, and even showing serious errors.  It is the 
confidence in the web site that determines if the Internet user attributes it 
greater credibility. In this sense, the results of our study coincide with those that 
illustrate 17 18 that Internet users are more likely to rely on pages that are easy to 
surf on, when the contents have been recently updated, and when the 
information shown is clear and easy to comprehend.  



The Internet represents a promising tool to improve care. However, information 
about the Web sites on quality care ought to be made available in libraries and 
community settings and as part of patient education resources in hospitals. The 
Web provides easy access for consumers to information about patient safety 
initiatives and health care quality in general. 

In addition, different authors have pointed out the necessity that Internet users 
have certain abilities to select accurate information18. Ideally in the meantime, 
physicians would direct relatives or patients to a few trusted Internet sites -
authoritative, commercial-free, patient-orientated- and be prepared to discuss 
this information.  

The main results of our study have been summarized in order to facilitate those 
who search health care information on the Web.  

Currently the Internet users have health related Web sites of recognized quality. 
However, these sites coexist alongside others with biased, insufficiently 
updated information, and even containing major mistakes. Nonetheless, it is the 
confidence in the Web site, which determines if the Internet user attributes it 
greater credibility. Moreover, the results of our study agree with those shown in 
quantitative research. Internet users trustworthiness to web sites is enriched 
when navigation is quick and easy, the web page has been updated recently, 
the web is visually attractive and the language used is clear.  

Different sources point out the importance of the Internet users’ abilities when 
selecting the web pages they surf on.  The main results of this study, in the form 
of recommendations, might contribute to facilitate this objective. 

 

Table 1. Recommendations for those Internet users who visit health care 
web sites. 

1. The first page might not be the best choice. 

2. Not all the information on the Internet is reliable. Your G.P. knows best. 

3. When surfing the Web, check if the page is updated regularly. 

4. Information should be differentiated from banners by checking the sites’ 
information source. 

5. Try to identify if they are based on opinion or evidence. Check if research 
has been conducted during the last five years.  

6. Don’t be influenced by the web’s design since the pictures aren’t as 
important as the content. 

7. Don’t assume that technical language is better information. 

8. When searching for a treatment, keep in mind that every patient might 
have different therapeutic profiles. 



9. Pay attention to all the information regarding the outcomes. Information 
about the patient’s profile, possible complications and adverse effects is 
also important.  

10. Think twice before facilitating personal and clinical data in chats and web 
sites.  
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