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Finding and Assessing the Validity of Information on the Web

Guidelines for Assessing the Quality and Validity of Medical Information on the Web.

These sites provide excellent guidelines which can be used to assess the validity of health information on the web:
· AMA guidelines or standards 
· FDA standards 
· Family Doctor.org  (Patient Ed handout on finding reliable information)

· Medical Library Association Net
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Health on the Net, whose symbol is proudly displayed on sites that meet their criteria.  Like the Better Homes and Garden Seal of Approval or the Underwriters Laboratory Seal, look for this seal when you are wondering about the reliability of a web site.  Health on the Net is an international medical information search engine.
I will attempt to summarize their general recommendations. You should ask yourself the following questions when assessing the quality and reliability of a web site.
Is this a site subscribed to by the Medical Library?
You can usually feel confident in the reliability of sites subscribed to by the Maguire Medical Library. Keep in mind that most high level, peer-reviewed, scientific information is not available online free. The intended audience of free health information online is the general public.
Who maintains the site? 
When doing a web search, one of the first indicators of quality and reliability is the domain of the site.  The domain is the last three letters at the end of the URL for US based sites. Government (.gov) sites, such as the CDC.gov, or university-run (.edu) sites are among the best free sources for scientifically sound health and medical information. Private practitioners or lay organizations may have marketing, social or political agendas that can influence the type of material they offer on their site and the sites they link to. The major non-profit associations (.org) representing each of the medical specialties (AAFP) or chronic diseases (ADA) are also good sources for clinical practice guidelines and patient education materials.
When assessing information at a .com ask yourself:

Is there an editorial board or another listing of the names and credentials of those responsible for preparing and reviewing the site's contents? 
Can these people be contacted if visitors to the site have questions or want additional information? Are the credentials of the author provided?
Does the site link to other sources of medical information? 
A reputable organization will not position itself as the sole source of information on a particular health topic. On the other hand, links alone are not a guarantee of reliability. Since anyone with a Web page can create links to any other site on the Internet--and the owner of the site that is "linked to" has no say over who links to it--then a person offering suspect medical advice could conceivably try to make his or her advice appear legitimate by, say, creating a link to FDA's Web site. What's more, health information produced by FDA or other government agencies is not copyrighted; therefore, someone can quote FDA information at a site and be perfectly within his or her rights. By citing a source such as FDA, experienced marketers using careful wording can make it appear as though FDA endorses their products. 

When was the site last updated?
Generally, the more current the site, the more likely it is to provide timely material. Ideally, health and medical sites should be updated weekly or monthly. 

Are informative graphics and multimedia files such as video or audio clips available?
Such features can assist in clarifying medical conditions and procedures. Bear in mind, however, that multimedia should be used to help explain medical information, not substitute for it. Some sites provide dazzling "bells and whistles" but little scientifically sound information. 

Does the site charge an access fee?
Many reputable sites with health and medical information, including FDA and other government sites, offer access and materials for free. If a site does charge a fee, be sure that it offers value for the money. Search for another site to find information before paying any fees.  Medical Libraries subscribe to many of these commercial sites and provide access to their students and faculty.  They review the quality of the information on the site prior to subscribing.  
Who paid for this site?  Is it sponsored by a national association membership fees, a federal grant, or is it sponsored by a drug company or publishing house?  Look for some disclosure of the funding source for the site and consider potential biases. 
How much advertisement is displayed?  This can be a bad sign or just a method to pay for furnishing the information free to the public.  Examples include WebMD.com, which is covered with ads, but has quality patient education materials.
Are levels of evidence provided?
For an explanation of the most up-to-date levels of evidence see http://www.cebm.net/levels_of_evidence.asp   
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