Module Nine





August 20 – August 26
Consumer Health Information
Introduction and Objectives
Providing health information to the general public can be a challenging, yet extremely rewarding professional responsibility. As medical reference specialists, we may know about informational and educational resources of which physicians, nurses, and health educators are unaware. If you serve healthcare consumers, you must be able to conduct excellent reference interviews, assess literacy levels on the fly, maintain links and catalogs to materials in many languages and formats, and approach each patron with confidentiality and sensitivity. Some consumer health collections are large and standalone, while another may consist solely of a shelf of books and brochures, a DVD player, and a computer with Internet access. Regardless of the size of your budget or your collection, as a consumer health librarian you will never stop learning or teaching.
When you complete this module, you will be able to:

1. Explain the librarian’s role in the provision of health information.

2. List and describe three tools for consumer health collection development.

3. Evaluate an online consumer health resource.
Read and Review
The role of the librarian

Your text summarizes two key differences between providing reference services to healthcare consumers and to the more traditional group of researchers, clinicians, and medical or allied health students.

1. The setting usually varies. Consumer health reference may take place in a consumer health library, but just as easily occurs in a public library, community health education center, ambulatory clinic, or storefront.

2. Information needs and information seeking behaviors of healthcare consumers are quite different from those of professionals.

This second point, that information needs and behaviors are different, is not an insignificant one. Depending upon the sophistication of the individual patron, consumers may use slang, colloquialisms, or incorrect terminology in their search for disease- or medication-related data. As a reference librarian, you must be prepared to “translate” the patron’s request into correct medical terminology. You must also understand when it is appropriate to guide patrons toward online resources, and when print would be preferred. Read the following study which examined differences in the two groups of healthcare consumers:
· Cotton, S. R., & Gupta, S. S. (2004). Characteristics of online and offline health information seekers and factors that discriminate between them. Social Science & Medicine, 59: 1795-1806. http://dx.doi.org.ezproxy.library.drexel.edu/10.1016/j.socscimed.2004.02.020
Even among those healthcare consumers who are Internet users, differences exist in how they access and use online health information. This next study offers a demographic profile of Web-based health information seeking. It used data from the Pew Internet & American Life Project. 
· Lorence, D. P., Park, H., & Fox, S. (2006). Assessing health consumerism on the Web: A demographic profile of information-seeking behaviors. Journal of Medical Systems, 30: 251-258. http://www.springerlink.com.ezproxy.library.drexel.edu/content/e2j8282560283281/fulltext.pdf
In 1996, the Consumer and Patient Health Information Section (CAPHIS) of the Medical Library Association developed a statement called The Librarians’ Role in the Provision of Consumer Health Information and Patient Education. Please read that statement here:

http://caphis.mlanet.org/resources/caphis_statement.html
The statement presents several ideas and opportunities for partnering with other healthcare professionals. In particular, partnering with health educators can be an effective way to promote health and health information.  
Librarians and health educators
Within the field of public health, there is a specific and defined professional position that educates healthcare consumers. According to the National Commission for Health Education Credentialing, health educators “design, conduct, and evaluate activities that improve the health of all people.” There is a national certification program for health educators – and a person holding a Certified Health Education Specialist (CHES) credential should be able to design, implement, and evaluate all educational interventions in any environment or population. 

While consumer health librarians perform some of the same duties, many librarians do not have the training or expertise for the design and evaluation of learning required by health educators. Alan Rees, the long-time author of the Consumer Health Information Source Book, is quoted in the MLA Guide to Managing Health Care Libraries as making the following distinction: 

“Consumer Health Information is information on health and medical topics that is relevant and appropriate to the general public…patient education is the process of influencing patient behavior to produce changes in knowledge, attitudes, and skills calculated to maintain and improve health.” (Bandy 237)
At the same time, many health educators are unaware of the world of resources available to them as they design courses and assemble materials for either face-to-face or online health education classes. Partnering can capitalize on the strength of both groups while working to overcome the weaknesses of each.
For instance, your instructor was trained to be a CDCynergy educator along with a group of other health science librarians and health educators. CDCynergy is health communications planning software made available by the CDC. Originally, only health educators were able to attend the train-the-trainer workshop and then educate public health professionals about the software’s capabilities. But because the software is resource-based, CDCynergy creators recognized the value in having librarians work with health educators to offer the most robust training possible. 

As stated in your text, “Ideally, consumer health information services are staffed by a multidisciplinary team, the members of which may be…a combination of a librarian, health educator, and volunteers from varied professional backgrounds can make for a powerful team” (210).

At this time, please read the following chapter in your textbook:

· Gillaspy, M. L. (2004). Consumer health sources. In J. A. Boorkman, J. T. Huber, & F. W. Roper (Eds.), Introduction to reference sources in the health sciences (pp. 207-239). New York: Neal-Schuman.

Consumer Health Collection Development
Web sites

One of the greatest tools for consumer health collection development is the MLA section CAPHIS, mentioned above. 

http://caphis.mlanet.org
The CAPHIS Web site contains multiple links to rich resources on planning and implementing a consumer health library or collection. With links and articles contributed by leading consumer health librarians, CAPHIS can help you develop a brand new collection, update an old one, or just evaluate the resources and services that you currently provide. The site also links to several core bibliographies made freely available by CAPHIS members. These vary from 
One of the resources promoted by CAPHIS is the Consumer Health Manual created by the National Network of Libraries of Medicine. This Webliography contains pages on consumer health Web sites; materials in various languages; materials for kids and teens; funding opportunities; partnerships; and so on. Each page notes the creator and reviser of the page, as well as the date last updated. Find the Manual here:

http://nnlm.gov/outreach/consumer/
Books
Two key books have been used for years by consumer health collection development librarians.
Rees, A. (Ed.). (2003). Consumer health information source book. Westport, CT: Greenwood Press.

This work is often referred to as the “consumer health bible” by experienced librarians. First published in 1981, multiple generations of librarians are familiar with this collection development tool. Unfortunately, the work has not been updated since 2003 and Alan Rees has retired. But the book is still available, and contains still-valuable information for building and evaluating a collection.
Barclay, D. A., & Halsted, D. D. (2001). Consumer health reference service handbook. New York: Neal-Schuman.

Newer than the Rees work, this book co-published by the Medical Library Association has a broad perspective. The first part focuses on consumer health “essentials,” including terminology and common health concerns and questions. The third part discusses consumer health services. The middle section, on resources, is a great collection development tool for both Web and print materials. 
The Collection Development section of MLA offers links to both subject-based resource lists and format-based resource lists (http://colldev.mlanet.org/resources/index.html). If you are responsible for a topical consumer health collection, such as cancer-related or alternative health materials, then this site may be worth perusing.
Evaluating consumer health Web sites

Over the last five years, many health-related organizations have become concerned with the quality and reliability of consumer health information available on the Web. Almost as long as health Web sites have existed, researchers have been evaluating their quality. A 2002 systematic review pooled the results of 79 different studies that evaluated a total of 5941 health-related sites, and found that 70% of those studies found poor quality to be a significant issue (Eysenbach). 

Various tools and checklists exist to help both consumers and healthcare professionals rate the quality of Web sites. Here are links to information about a few of them:
DISCERN

http://www.discern.org.uk/
DISCERN was originally designed for consumers who have no medical or content expertise to evaluate printed information related to treatment. For an article on how DISCERN was used to rate Web sites, see the Griffiths article below in Additional Information. 

eHealth Code of Ethics

http://www.ihealthcoalition.org/ethics/ehealthcode0524.html
Created by the Internet Healthcare Coalition, this statement has 14 criteria by which sites can be judged. 

HONcode

http://www.hon.ch/Conduct.html
The Health on the Net Foundation created a code of conduct for health and medical Web sites. The code consists of 8 characteristics of ethical and reliable sites.

While each instrument takes a slightly different approach to evaluation, all concern themselves with issues like authority, credibility, sponsorship, objectivity, and currency. Please take some time to review these evaluation instruments.
Finally, one resource to which you can direct consumers who are interested in Web site evaluation is the tutorial Evaluating Internet Health Information created by the National Library of Medicine:
http://www.nlm.nih.gov/medlineplus/webeval/webeval.html
This Flash-based, 16-minute tutorial includes both text and audio. NLM also maintains a static page on evaluating health information:

http://www.nlm.nih.gov/medlineplus/evaluatinghealthinformation.html
MedlinePlus
www.medlineplus.gov
Speaking of the NLM, staff there has actually created one of the most widely used consumer health Web sites available. MedlinePlus offers NLM-authored content as well as serves as a gateway to quality health resources that have been prescreened for accuracy and reliability. MedlinePlus offers:
· Health Topics

· Medical Encyclopedia

· Medical Dictionary

· Drugs and Dietary Supplement Data

· Health News

· Interactive Tutorials

· Links to Clinical Trials Information

· Physician and Healthcare Facility Directories

MedlinePlus pulls information from healthcare associations, government agencies, the National Institutes of Health, and other reliable sources.
I encourage you to spend some time browsing MedlinePlus.
Reflect
Healthcare consumers may come to the reference desk with dissatisfaction regarding the way they've been treated or the information provided to them by their healthcare providers. What are some ways you can envision working with a patron who insists that s/he needs a new doctor? What if your patron says to you, "I tried to find out from my doctor whether or not surgery x would be a good treatment, but she didn't have time. Is this a good treatment for me?" As librarians we can talk and talk about how important it is not to represent ourselves as medical specialists, and we can encourage our patrons to go back to their physicians armed with information, but is this a realistic strategy? Please comment on these or other related issues in your discussion posting on the forum entitled Consumer Health. 
Act

This week you have one assignment which asks you to evaluate a health-related Web site other than MedlinePlus. Please see the Assignments section for more information. The assignment is due by Sunday, August 26.
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