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health sentinel A column by Jennifer Boen

Finally, a medical Web site you can really trust
IU medical school's library runs site designed specifically for Indiana.
By Jennifer L. Boen
jboen@news-sentinel.com
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In a typical day, 6 to 8 million Americans seek health information on the Web, more than the number of people visiting a doctor on any given day in the United States, according to the American Medical Association.

Nearly 80 percent of those questioned in the 2005 Pew Internet & American Life Project survey said information gathered on the Internet influenced their health decisions. Yet in a survey released in January by the Kaiser Family Foundation, 42 percent of 50- to 64-year olds - the largest age group seeking Internet health information - questioned the accuracy of that information.

Now there's a Web clearinghouse just for Hoosiers surfing the net for health information.

Indiana University School of Medicine recently developed INHealthConnect (medlineplus.gov/inhealthconnect), an Indiana-focused Web site connected to the larger MedlinePlus database of medical information.

The INHealthConnect site was created by staff at the IU med school's Ruth Lilly Medical Library. The Web site is quality-filtered and covers a wide range of health topics: From diseases and locating medical specialists in every Indiana county to learning where and what support groups or clinical trials are available in Indiana.

Heading the medical librarians at the school is Peggy Richwine, director of outreach services. Six of the librarians have worked with the Library of Medicine in developing and maintaining MedlinePlus, the most comprehensive, non-commercial consumer-oriented Internet resource for medical information. A division of the National Institutes of Health, the Library of Medicine also runs the Medline Website for medical professionals.

"The whole idea (of MedlinePlus) began as a way to promote patient information produced by the Institutes (of Health)," Richwine said, noting MedlinePlus was started six years ago. "It developed into something much bigger."

There are 700 topics on MedlinePlus, with hundreds of Internet sources and data for every topic. Richwine and her staff check out 30 topics a month, rotating every topic so each one, and the scores of links, are re-examined every six months. Each site is checked multiple times during the review and must meet the following criteria in order to be included as a link:

♦No commercial advertising. "Even if the topic was headache, and they were advertising Tylenol, they would not be included."

♦All information must in some way be relevant to Indiana and the needs of Hoosiers.

♦The site sponsor must show his/her credentials or licensure. If the site is for a health-related agency, details of the agency, its accrediting body or national affiliation, must be given. For example, a doctor who is listed as a specialist in cancer treatment should be board-certified in a field such as oncology, radiation oncology or hematology.

♦The information on the site must be current. Richwine just refused an article on evaluating functional capacity for people with disabilities that linked to the American Occupational Therapy Association. The article dated back to 1998, and "Anything older than three years is generally not acceptable," she said.

♦The Internet site must show organization. Some well-known organizations have good information but the site is so poorly organized consumers cannot easily access the information.

♦Information must be written for the consumer, not the professional.

The librarians must continually update information with new resources as they come in. Some issues of what to include and not include are still being debated, she said. For example, one Indiana doctor, a general surgeon, lists on his Web site that he does cosmetic, or plastic, surgery. But he is not board-certified in plastic surgery.

"Should we list him as doing cosmetic surgery? We have tended to agree that we'll do what (the doctors) claim they do." But a caveat to consumers might be included. "There is a disclaimer about us," she said.

Eventually, all 50 states will be part of the MedlinePlus system, linking consumers to health-care information in their own locales. MedlinePlus is also available in Spanish, although Indiana information is not yet in Spanish.

With the new INhealthconnect site, doctors should be reassured there is a good site to recommend. And patients should arm themselves with as much information as they can.



Health information a click away 
Information on diseases and health issues is available on a new Web site, INHealthConnect. Links to local resources for clinical trials, medical specialists, health-screenings, support groups, health-care educators, home health and other services are also available.

To access it, go to medlineplus.gov/inhealthconnect 

Browsers can seek information categorized in four ways: 

♦Sources by location

♦Sources by provider, facilities and services

♦Services for disease and health issues

♦All services



Who's looking for help 
Here's who surfs the Web for medical information:

♦54 percent are women; 46 percent are men.

♦66 percent of adults age 65 and older are Internet health seekers.

♦The most active users are in the age 50-64 category and age 30-39 category; 82 percent of the former and 81 percent of the latter report seeking medical advice on the Web.

♦77 percent of those age 18-29 search the Web for health advice.

♦51 percent reported they use the Internet for diet and nutrition information, up from 44 percent in 2002.

♦28 percent reported looking for information about a specific doctor or hospital, compared to 21 percent in 2002.

Source: Pew Internet & American Life Projects released in 2003 and 2005. Log on to www.pewinernet.org for more information.
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