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A{:mss the country, Web savvy patients
are learning about their own medical con-
ditions and bringing that knowledge with
them to the doctor’s office. Even people
who don’t have access to computers have
farrily members and fifends doing re-
search for them.

Many health professionals welcome
the exchange, figuring informed pa-
tients take better care of themselves.
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But whether you ke the trend or not,
one thing is for sure, you'll be dealing
with more and more Internet-informed
patients.

If patients’ Internet research makes
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healtheare professionals feel
edgy, it might be because
there’s more than research
going on here. Patients who
take the trouble to investi-
gute heslth issues tend to
expect a larger degree of
participation in the discus-
sion of treatment options
and in the decision-making
process. That’s not necegsar-
ily a bad thing. A patient’s
computer research can save
vau time and increase vour
effactiveness—provided they
gre receiving good informa-
thon.

Guide patients
10 the best sites

?E‘

To help patients become
more discerning in general,
consider developing a hand-
out to guide their Net surfing,
(Sending s letter like the one in
the box an the facing page is one
way te do that.) Tell them that
gven sites with no advertising
may be misguided. Some are the
handiwork of people who are
champions of a particular ap-
proach or therapy, But that indi-
vidual’s enthusiasm is no guaran-
tee that the approach will bring
restits for your patient,

If the patient is considering a
treatment or course of action
that's potentially harmful, listen
0 what he has to say, then men-
tion potential risks——that the
medication he wants can cause
seizures, for example.

if a patient asks questions
you ean’t answer immediately,
tell him yow'll speak with some-
one who knows a little more

there, start browsing the Web
yourself. Also check out the sites
your patients freguent most
often. If you don’t know what
they are, add the question to
your patient information form.
Then bookmark the sites that
provide the best information so
you'll be able to reach them easi-
ly. Osbourne A. Blake, an “early
adopter” of the Internet in his
Inglewood, Calif., internal medi-
cine practice, thinks that the best
way to steer patients to the most
helpful sites is for a medical office
to set up its own Web site and
put in the links that the staff

feels are most helpful,

Encouraging patients to stay
informed about their health i
the best way to maximize the
brief time patients and clinicians

g patient has lmowledge of
what ails him, he can begin
the diseussion at a higher
level.” In other words, you
may spend less time explain-
ing the basics to such a pa-
tient and can often launch
right into the discussion of
the care plan you want to
establish.

What about online
support groups?

Many patients with chronie
or vare divorders have found
ovline support groups in-

aluable. Physiddan and on-
line health specialist Tom
Ferguson of Austin, Texas,
wanted to learn how much

patients rely on such groups,
Ferguson is the author of
Health Onlive: How fo Find
Health Information, Swppord
Growps, and Self-Help Conom-
nities wn Cyberspave (Addison-
Wesley, 1996), He's also a profes-
sor of health informatics at the
University of Texas Health Sci-
ence Center in Houston, and
publisher of The Ferguson He-
port, a free online newsletter,
Ferguson studied the most
frequent users of Sapient Health
Metwork’s online : interactive
support groups for people with
chronic and seriovs illnesses.
{Sapient id now part of Healtheon/
WebMD, 2 company that connects
physidans and consumers with
health plans online.) The 191
respondents rated the online
support communities as more
helpful than physicians in 10 out
of 12 categories, ncluding eonve-
nience, cost-effectiveness, emo-

spend together, says Donald W.
Hackett, president and CEO of
drkoop.com {(www.dvkoop.com),
one of the mest heavily trafficked
health information sites, “When

tional support, compussion and
empathy, help in dealing with
death and dying, medieal refer-
rals, practical coping, in-depth

ghout the subject and will get
back to him. Then make good on
your word.

To keep tabs on what’s out
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infermation, and “most likely to
be there for me in the long run”

Doctors and nurses shouldn’t
worry mueh about those results
vet, though, says Ferguson, The
survey respondents are far more
computer Hterate thun the typl-
cal patient. However, the results
do predict the genersl trend for
the future, he says. And they
show how much vour sickest
patients curvently rely on out-
side support.

The relevant guestion is wheth-
er to vefer patients who can use
extra support to online groups
and, if 8o, to which ones. Hackett
of drkoop.com Lkens unsuper-
vised chat groups to waiting
room conversations, snd moder-
ated online discussions to con-
sultations where patients talk
one-or-one with a medieal ex-
pert. He saye patients benefit
from both. “Individuals value
the opportunity to share and
fearn with others, Certainly the
tone changes when there is no
trained professional.” Support
groups at drkoop.eom, he says,
are all led by someone who has
extensive knowledge of a condi-
tion, such as a woman who her-
gelf has had breast cancer.

Your best bet for finding on-
line support groups you can com-
fortably recomumend is to ask
your patients for their top choie-
es, then spend time perusing the
discussions. You could also check
with national erganizations—the
American Heart Association, for
mstanes, or the American Can-
cer Soclety, or even your local
profesgional organization—you
trust to see what they endorse,

Just keep in mind that whether
you recommend online support
groups o not, your patients will
use them and you should be pre-
parsd to fleld questions or cor-

rk it & dactor's office, in home care, or in
d patient base, sending out a letter lika
parate the useful Web sites from the g
| nuirses can make handouts stressing th

Dear Patient,

We wart to work with you te help you maintain the best of
nealth. Many people these daye are taking the inft s to ieam
more about responsivle self-care “or themselves and family mem-
vers. \f you're doirg eo, | commend you and offer this handout to
support your effc

Some books, & 25, ard online information services are refi-

You need to distinguien what is helpful

is to make money. Don't vs duped by ecn
advertisement, even Tit doesnt ook Hixe ads on television,

Mext time you log on To your favorite heaithcare Web site, look
for the sponscr and The advertisers, Then consider whether the
information those companies are likely to present is in your best
interest, or whether s desianed to sell yvou semething. If vou'd
fixe, we can point you to slites where all of the healthcare infor-
mation is reviewed by competent medical professionals.,

We suggest you use the fellowing five criteriz to evaluats the
sites you visit. They were ceveloped by George . Lundberg, MD,
former editor of The Journal of the American Medical Associs
tion, and health journaliet William M. Silberg. Congider any online
information unreliable urlese you czn answer these questione:

1. Who wrete what vou're reading? The site should contain the
narne of a real person.

2. Where does that person work? A university? A Web businegs?
A procuct manufacturer? Can you easily find that information on
the site?

3, Was the information created for the site? If not, is there
clesr attribution showing where the information originated?

4. Who owne the site, and who pays for €% The source of morgy
and ownership should be clearly idertified.

5. Can you tell when the article teelf was posted, whether i
ae been updated, and when?

If you can't answer these guestions, you may want 1o look elee-
where for heatth irformation. Zven if you can answer the gue
tigns easily, there’s no guarantee that the information is acou-
rate and unbiased. if you have any questions about anytaing you
find on the Net, we'll be hapoy to discuss them with you.

Hapoy {and resporsibie) surfing

Sincerely,
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rect impressions that have been
gained in such groups.

Ferpuson stresses, too, that

clinieians should help patients
develop their clinieal judgment
50 they can filter some of what

ik we need to help peo-
ple be as competent as they cun
be,” says Ferguson, “Our role
is not te hold on to the power
and control. We need to en-
eourage patients fo learn all
they can shout their health
problems, even if that means
they disagree with us from
time te time, It's a poor stu-
dent who ig afraid to challenge
the teacher.”

An expert’s top sites
for patients

i The three most heavily traf-

ficked consumer online health
sites at the end of lagt year were
OnHealth (www.onhealth.com),
drkoop.com (www.drkoop.comy),
and America Online’s heaith
channel, So these are the three to
visit if you don't know your own
patients’ preferences and want
a representative sampling of
what's available.

For a physician expert’s top
sites, we went to pathologist
George D). Lundberg, former edi-
tor of The Jowrnal of the Ameri-
can. Medical Associotion and
currently editor-in-chief of Med-
seape (www.inedscape.com). These
are his favorites, in alphsbetical
crder.

adam.oom, at  www.adam
£om, I8 a San-Franciseo-based
commmercial provider of health
and wellness information. Among
its health advisory panel mem-
hers are pedistrician Alan Greene,
a clinical faculty member at Stan-
ford University and creator of
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hig own very popular “ask-the-
doctor” Web site at www.Dr

Greene.com,

CancerMet, at www.cancer
netanelnihgov, is a service of the
National Cancer Institute. This
site provides information on var-
ious types of cancer, treatment
options, the latest cliniesl trinls,
medical journal articles, support

groups, and other resources.

Centers for Disease Con-
wol end Pravertion site, at
www.cdegov, provides consun-
ers with health news and features
on subjects such as HIV testing,
safe swimming, and health pre-
cautions when traveling outside
the United States. There’s alsoc a
data and statistics section that's

usefil to physicians.

dricoop.corm, at www.drkoop
com, i8 a commereial site that
offers a mix of news, feature
articles, and links {0 online sup-
port communities. Headed by
C. Everett Koop, MD, former
.S, Surgeon General, it has
the Health On the Net Foun-
dation “HONcode” stamp of ap-

proval.

- healthfinder, at www.health
finder.gov, is maintained by the
U.S. Department of Health and
Human Serviees, This site pro-
vides basie self-care information,
government health news, and
links to a number of different

gites.

InteliHealth, at www.inteli
health.com, is maintained by
Aetna US Hesltheare and Bal-
timore’s Johns Hopkins Uni-
versity. This site provides
physician-reviewed, consumer-
friendly avticles, an “Ask the
Doe” feature, online communi-
ties, and a medical dictionary.
It, too, has the Health On the
Net Foundation “HONcode”

stamp of approval.

www.rnweb.com

Mayo Clinic Health Oasis,
at www.anayohealth.org, s main-
tained by the world-renowned
Mayo Clinie in Hochester, Minn,
Like InteliHealth, this site |
videg physiclan-reviewed, con-
sumer-friendly articles on a wide
range of heaith topics. It aiso
allows users to e-mall questions
to clinde physicians.

fedscape, at www.amed
seape.comm and its sister site, CHS
HealthWateh  (www.ehshealth
watch.medscape.com), are com-
mercial sites, Medscape & the
professional site, built around
practice-oriented content. CHS
HealthWateh, the consumer site,
provides news, features, and in-
teractive content.

Orncobink, at www.oncolink
apenn.edy, is maintained by the
University of Pennsvivania Can-
cer Center, This comprehensive
pite offers news, education on
treatment options, reporting on
clinfeal trials, psychosocial sup-
port through an active online
community, and a listing of use-
ful institutions, organizations, as-
sociations, support groups, online
Journals, book reviews, and other

healtheare providers,

Realige, at wwwrealage
«eormy, I8 a cormnmercial site that
provides news, an active online
support community, and interae-
tive health sssessment tools.
Healhge, too, has the Health Un
the Net Foundation “HONeode”
stamp of approval.

United States HMNational
Library of Medicine, at www
gbmaib.gov, provides access Lo
the world’s largest medical
ihrary. To locate Information
on general health, ingtruct your
patients to use this Web ad-
dress:  www.onlmanih.govimed
Eneplus. £




