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Health information on internet is often unreliable /
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rmation on the internet and through other easily accessible electronic
rtunities for doctors and patients, but much of the information is subject

Open access to biomedical info

databases has created new oppo
to manipulation because the ordinary conventions of context and the reliability of provenance are

constantly in question. Gogel and bod

That was one of the major themes of "Freedom of Information," a conference held in New York's
Academy of Medicine on 6 and 7 July, sponsored by BioMed Central, which publishes peer reviewed

clinical research reports that are available through the internet. Moo Ue QIS0 have rawsS O yicles ovd

"On the internet anything goes and that's all right," said George Lundberg, editor of the online medical logs:

website Medscape.com and former editor in chief of the journal of the American Medical Association.
"But anyone can be an author and fake the whole thing. How do we filter that?" he asked.

S et o relable enongh  Source ) .
One of the issues that came up during the conference was the contrasting benefits and pitfalls of

making primary medical research available to consumers. Last year Harold Varmus, then director of the
National Institutes of Health, proposed the creation of a complete on-line archive for all medical and

biological research that would give everyone easy and free of charge access to the latest medical
< Ap Med, NCBI, Comle Sddav

research.
The scientific community has welcomed the prospect of using the internet to provide fast and effective
distribution of research findings, but the publishing industry has, with a few notable exceptions, yet to

support the initiative fully. 2 ou have Cancer When Yo rea'h.l_

Another theme was the increasing and sometimes dangerous availability of fictitious medical don't
treatments through the internet. John H Renner, chief medical officer of HealthScout.com and president
of the National Council for Reliable Health Information, said he was once able to buy "T Cells" on-

line. Companies  Fraim o gel wu(—/

. Coxe wedicines
After purchasing the product, he called the coémpany to report that he had inadvertently "taken the
entire bottle” and a secretary told him: "Oh, they won't hurt you."

The biggest problem with obtaining health information from the internct is that it is not always easy to

decide what is reliable. One panellist referred to a well publicised study that appeared in the

professional journal Cancer. J Sybil Biermann 2nd her colleagues at the University of Michigan found

that one website reported the mortality for a certain type of bone cancer as 5%, while in reality it was

closer to 75%. Such misinformation could be devastating, the panellist said. _, Micinformahon Cov c,(\ea"‘a
More than 25 million people will use the internet to search for health information, says the Federal folse Wope i
Trade Commission. Estimates vary at the number of medically related sites are on the web, but they peopies

number at least 100 000. Only about half these sites have their content reviewed by doctors.

v.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1173379/
112
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Health information on internet is often unreliable

Panellists agreed that. the promise of the web is the promise of global medical information. But what

.searchers-—some curious, some desperate—will find are the good, the bad, and the ugliest of the

internet. Docrors ore thmere + o obe
RELP WOW kreal, mobtet ink - P‘P'"' ¥ "mwwm.pfu% g

One medical editor who attended the conference said the danger is medical wcbsntes that would lead

patients to diagnosis and treat their own conditions. "There's a reason why doctors go through years of

training," said Ivan Oransky, editor of Praxis Post, a recently launched medical web magazine
(hnp;‘_/lmmmgwww.praxis.md). "It's called clinical experience. That's why peer reviewed
websites are so important," he said. ibad o e
Ultimatel i i TS ‘

ately, most panellists agreed that it would be difficult to guard fully against those who were bent

on disseminating false medical information or misleading consumers into purchasing "snake oil"
medical treatments. "But the day you can regulate the internet is the day we have one world
Yo S+o? lieS

government," said Lundberg. "It's not going to happen anytime soon." - lpposs ble
Srom Qpr@\d ., esp aﬁuﬁhmﬁ
CoonN -

Articles from The BMJ are provided here courtesy of BMJ Publishing Group
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Abstract
Background: The internet has become an important source of health information for users

worldwide. The novel coronavirus caused a pandemic search for information with broad dissemination

of false or misleading health information.
Objective: The aim of this study was to evaluate the quality and readability of online information
about the coronavirus disease (COVID-19), which was a trending topic on the internet, using validated
instruments and relating the quality of information to its readability

Methods: The search was based on the term “"Wuhan Coronavirus" on the Google website (February
6, 2020). At the search time, the terms "COVID-19" or "SARS-CoV-2" (severe acute respiratory
syndrome coronavitus 2) did not exist. Critical analysis was performed on the first-110 hits using the
Health on the Net Foundation Code of Conduct (HONcode), the Journal of the American Medical
Association (JAMA) benchmark, the DISCERN instrument, and Google ranking.




Results: The first 110 websites were critically analyzed, and only 1.8% (n=2) of the websites had the
— HONCcode seal. The JAMA benchmark showed that 39.1% (n=43) of the websites did not have any of

M 0‘\) the categories required by this tool, and only 10.0% (11/110) of the websites had the four quality
W E— criteria required by JAMA, The DISCERN score showed that 70.0% (n=77) of the websites were
“\h\}) - evaluated as having a low score and none were rated as having a high score.

. 4 Conclusions: Nonhealth personnel and the scientific community need to be aware about the quality
M of the information they read and produce, respectively. The Wuhan coronavirus health crisis
misinformation was produced by the media, and the misinformation was obtained by users from the
internet. The use of the internet has a risk to public health, and, in cases like this, the governments
should be developing strategies to regulate health information on the internet without censuring the
population. By February 6, 2020, no quality information was available on the internet about COVID-19.

Keywords: COVID-19; DISCERN instrument; HONcode; JAMA benchmarks; Wuhan coronavirus;
epidemiology; health information seeking; information quality; misinformation; nCoV; public health. L
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~ youl
you look up ‘dark plgment and it will say it’s possibly a melanoma,” said Splichal in
W:J /

an intervi “
iew with The Outline. “I have patients freaking out. Most of the time 1t’s just

a plgment

_ reads the disclaimer: “WebMD does not provide medical advice, diagnosis or

treatment.”

«WebMD is not a diagnostic tool and should not be used to self-diagnose,” said
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