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URAC Health Tip Sheets for Consumers             

 

 

This document is part of a series of 
information resources to help you get good 
quality health care. For more resources, visit 
URAC’s website 
http://www.urac.org/consumers/. 

 

 

When you need health information, websites can be a wonderful 
resource. Many websites offer reliable, accurate health 
information for consumers that is backed up by solid medical 
research. You can trust the information you get from these 
websites. 

Unfortunately, the health information on some websites is not 
reliable or accurate. The internet is not regulated. This means 
that people can create websites with health information and say 
whatever they like. To find health information that is trustworthy, 
you must pick your websites carefully. 

Features you should look for 

To evaluate a website, start by looking for the features that are listed below. When you 
find these features, you can feel more confident about trusting the website. 

 



Health information on the internet: A checklist to help you judge which websites to trust  2 

The American Institutes for Research developed the Toolkit materials with funding from the California HealthCare 
Foundation. The National Business Group on Health maintains and hosts the Toolkit website.  With permission, URAC 
updated and republished the materials October, 2009.   

The materials are not offered for rendering medical or other professional advice and this information is not a substitute for 
the advice of a medical professional. If you require such advice, you should seek the services of a competent professional. 

To find out who is responsible for the site, look for links on the home page that say 
about us, about this site, or contact us. Check the bottom of the home page for a 
copyright notice. Look for other links with names such as our sponsors, privacy policy, 
or editorial board. If you can’t find out who runs the site, you should be suspicious. 

A website should make it easy for you to get in touch with the webmaster or the 
organization that sponsors the website. It should give a phone number, email address, 
or other contact information.  

 

To find the most trustworthy health information, look for 
websites run by non-profit educational or medical 
organizations or government agencies. Usually, these 
types of sites have the one and only purpose of 
providing information. You can often tell these sites by 
the ending of their name:  

.gov for government 

.edu for educational institutions 

.org for non-profit organizations such as 
medical foundations and medical associations 

Be cautious about using health information from 
websites that sell products or services. You can often 
tell these sites by the ending of their name: 

.com for commercial  

Some commercial sites provide trustworthy information. 
Other commercial websites focus mainly on information 
that supports what they are selling, and the health 
information they give can be misleading or false.  
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Sometimes websites want you to give out information about yourself. Some websites 
have strict safeguards to protect your information but others do not. Some websites 
even sell your personal information to other organizations. 

Before you give out any personal information, find the website’s privacy policy. 
Usually there is a link for it on the homepage, often at the bottom. Read the privacy 
policy carefully and decide whether it gives you the protection you want. If you have 
any doubts or concerns, do not give out any personal information to the website. 

 

 

The most trustworthy health information is based on medical research. Evidence from 
research studies on patient care tells which types of health care work best for 
particular health conditions. 

Look for health information that discusses the results from medical research. There 
should be references to articles in medical journals or other sources to back it up.  

 

Look for these tip sheets on URAC’s website 
(http://www.urac.org/consumers/): 

·  “How do we know what types of health care work best?”   

·  “To get better health care, be informed and involved.” 

 

Sometimes websites have health information that has been written specifically for 
the website. Other times, the information comes from a different source. The website 
should always identify the information source. If you are not able to tell where the 
information comes from, be cautious about using it. 

A website should say something about the people who wrote the health information 
it offers. You can feel more confident about trusting the information if you know it 
was written by well-qualified health professionals. 
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Before health information is put on a website, it should be checked carefully to be sure 
it is accurate and up-to-date. Ideally, the information should be reviewed and approved 
by medical experts before it is put on the website. Look for descriptions on the home 
page or links to advisory board, editorial board, reviewers, or review policies.  

Some websites give information that compares the quality of care provided by 
hospitals, nursing homes, medical groups, or other health care providers. These 
websites should explain where the information comes from, what it means, and how 
it is checked for accuracy.  

 

When you find health information on a website, it should be easy for you to tell which 
parts of the information are based on solid medical evidence and which are opinions.  

You can feel more confident about using health information when it includes and 
discusses different points of view, mentions limitations of the information, and gives 
cautions about its use. When opinions are given, they should be backed up with reasons. 
Be very careful about using information that seems biased, too subjective, or 
imbalanced, such as information that seems to push a particular point of view.   

Health information for consumers should sound professional and be easy to understand. 
Terms that are unfamiliar or technical should be clearly explained. When information is 
poorly written or too complicated, it is easy to misinterpret. 

 

A website should include dates that tell you when the health information was prepared 
and when the site has been reviewed and updated. 
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Trust your instincts about the health information you find on websites. If it doesn’t seem 
reasonable and believable, then don’t use it.  

When you see your doctor or other health professionals, you can talk about the health 
information you have found on websites. You may want to take a copy with you to your 
medical visit and ask questions about it. 

 

Recommended U.S. government websites 

·  Medline Plus (www.medlineplus.gov) 
Medline Plus is a comprehensive source of health information designed to help answer 
consumer health questions. It brings together up-to-date information from several 
government agencies devoted to health care and health research. Run by the National Library 
of Medicine, this site gives you access to Medline, which has publications and summaries 
from all major medical journals published in the English language. 

·  Health Finder (www.healthfinder.gov) 
Health Finder is run by the Office of Disease Prevention and Health Promotion of the U.S. 
Department of Health and Human Services. It is an on-line health library that looks at 
treatments for hundreds of different health conditions. 

·  Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (www.cdc.gov) 
This website is run by the federal government’s Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 
(often known as “the CDC”). It has an enormous amount of health information and practical 
health advice. 

·  Agency for Health Care Quality and Research (AHRQ) (www.ahrq.gov)  
This federal agency focuses on medical research to help improve safety and quality of health 
care. The consumer part of this website has detailed and practical guides to help you get 
quality care. Here are a few of the resources at this website: 

o Questions are the answer (http://www.ahrq.gov/questionsaretheanswer/)  
It has tips on how and why to ask questions of your doctor or other health care 
provider. It includes a checklist of questions to ask in different situations. You can 
customize and print your own list of questions to take with you to a medical visit.  

o Next steps after diagnosis: finding information and support 
(www.ahrq.gov/consumer/diaginfo.htm) 
This guide provides general advice as well as tips and resources to help you learn more 
about a specific health problem or condition. 

o Stay Healthy at Any Age, Your Checklist for Health 
(http://www.ahrq.gov/clinic/ppipix.htm) 
The U.S. Preventive Services Task Force has used evidence from research to set 
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guidelines for screening tests, preventive medicine, and healthy lifestyle behaviors. 
These guidelines tell you what you can do to help stay healthy. 

o Your Guide to Choosing Quality Health Care 
(http://www.ahrq.gov/consumer/qntool.htm)  
This guide can help you understand what is meant by quality care and help you use 
information about quality when choosing health plans, doctors, treatments, hospitals, 
and long-term care.  Agency for Health Care Quality and Research (www.ahrq.gov).  

o Quality Tools (www.qualitytools.ahrq.gov) 
This set of resources includes tools to address specific diseases and health 
conditions, recommendations for choosing health care services, resources to help 
you better communicate with your health care provider, and tools for staying healthy 
and keeping safe. 

o Your Medicine: Play it Safe (www.ahrq.gov/consumer/safemeds/safemeds.htm) 
This guide provides information on how to take medicines safely. It answers questions 
about getting and taking medicines and has forms that will help you keep track of your 
health information. 

o Effective Health Care Program (http://effectivehealthcare.ahrq.gov)  
The Effective Health Care Program helps people make health care decisions by 
providing findings from high-quality research. The summary guides for consumers are 
short, comprehensive summaries of the research reviews.  

o Having surgery? What you need to know 
(www.ahrq.gov/consumer/surgery/surgery.htm)  
This guide is for people who are having non-emergency surgery and can help you 
understand more about your surgery, including whether it has to be done right away or 
if it can be done later. 

·  Government websites that feature quality comparisons  
You can use these websites to compare the quality of care within a state, county, city, or 
zip code:  

o For hospital care: www.hospitalcompare.hhs.gov 

o For nursing home care: www.medicare.gov/NHCompare 

o For home health care www.medicare.gov/HHCompare 

o For kidney dialysis facilities: www.Medicare.gov/dialysis 

·  Health Care Report Card Compendium (http://www.talkingquality.gov/compendium/)  
The Report Card Compendium is a searchable directory of over 200 reports of comparative 
information on the quality of health plans, hospitals, medical groups, individual physicians, 
nursing homes, and other providers of care. 
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·  National Institute of Aging (www.nia.nih.gov/HealthInformation/Publications) 
This website offers numerous informative publications and consumer guides. Although the 
information on this website is oriented toward older adults, it discusses health problems that 
often start at much earlier ages. 

·  Portion Distortion Quiz (http://hp2010.nhlbihin.net/portion/) 
This quiz is on the website of the National Heart, Lung, and Blood Institute. It shows how 
portion sizes of some common foods have grown over the years. 

Other recommended websites 

·  Mayo Clinic (www.mayoclinic.com) 
This website by the Mayo Clinic has a wide variety of health information. You can use this 
website to look up a disease or health condition and then find out how the disease is treated 
and what to expect. This website also has a planner for healthy living. 

·  Boston Children’s Hospital (www.childrenshospital.org) 
This website has information about how to treat medical conditions that are common in 
children. It covers how to talk to children about their illness, gives health tips from experts, 
and tells what children might expect when they go to the hospital. 

·  AARP (www.aarp.org/health or www.aarp.org/health/rx_drugs/)  
This website has health information from AARP experts and other sources and provides 
information about medical conditions, tests, and treatments. One section of this website is 
about prescription drugs and includes tips on using medications wisely. 

·  University of Pittsburgh Medical Center (www.upmc.com/HealthManagement/) 
This website gives reader-friendly information on many health topics, medical conditions, 
and medications and includes dozens of brochures that you can download and print. 

·  Medical Library Association (www.mlanet.org/resources/userguide.html) 
A User's Guide to Finding and Evaluating Health Information on the Web will help you 
figure out whether a website has reliable information or not. It also has the librarians’ “top 
ten” list of health information websites for consumers. 

·  Websites with information on medication safety: (www.talkaboutrx.org and 
www.bemedwise.org) 
These websites are run by the National Council on Patient Information and Education. 

·  American College of Surgeons (www.facs.org/public_info/ppserv.html)  
This website includes patient information on a variety of topics related to surgery.  

·  The Joint Commission (www.jointcommission.org/GeneralPublic/Speak+Up) 
This website includes the Speak Up™ program, with resources to help patients become 
better informed and more involved in their own health care.  
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·  US Cochrane Center Evidence-Based Healthcare Resources 
(http://apps1.jhsph.edu/cochrane/ebhc.htm)  
The Cochrane Collaboration is an international non-profit organization that produces 
systematic reviews of healthcare interventions. This website provides a list of resources and 
articles on evidence-based medicine. 

Tips for finding and using health information  

 

·  Visit more than one website and compare 
what you find.  In general, information is more 
trustworthy when you find the same type of 
information on more than one website. 

·  Collect health information from other 
sources besides websites . For example, you 
could ask your doctor and other health professionals, 
your health plan, and libraries. To learn more, look 
for this tip sheet at URAC’s website 
(http://www.urac.org/consumers/): 

o “How you can use information about health care 
quality to get better care: Seven examples.” 

·  Talk with your health care team about health inform ation you find on your 
own.  Consider bringing the information with you to a medical visit. You may want to 
ask questions about it, especially if it disagrees with something you’ve been told.  
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What is URAC doing?   

URAC, an independent, nonprofit organization, is well-known as a leader in promoting health 
care quality through its many accreditation and certification programs.  URAC understands how 
important it is to have reliable information about your health plan when making a decision of 
care for you and your family. URAC offers a variety of programs and services that can help you 
better understand how your health plan coverage is structured and whether your plan meets 
quality standards.  For more information, visit www.urac.org.   

Having credibility and trust in the websites you visit affects everything you do.  Research has 
shown that consumers are very concerned about the quality of online health information and 
privacy practices of websites.  URAC’s Health Website Accreditation program offers this type of 
framework and covers many of the issues discussed in this tip sheet. 

URAC accredited health websites provide for safe, familiar visits - just like driving into your 
own hometown.  How?  URAC's Health Website Accreditation program helps you quickly and 
easily identify the best health websites. URAC's Health website accreditation seal assures that a 
company's website is a trustworthy website and meets URAC's demanding quality standards.   

Accreditation is a voluntary process and not every organization chooses to become accredited.   
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URAC accredited websites include*:    

·  A.D.A.M., Inc. - www.adam.com 

·  Alere Wellology, Inc. - www.miavita.com 

·  American Specialty Health 

·  Behavioral Health Link dba Integrated Health Resources, LLC  

·  Blue Cross Blue Shield of Tennessee 

·  BlueCross and BlueShield Association - www.fepblue.org 

·  Caremark Rx, LLC  

·  Davis Vision 

·  EBSCO Publishing - www.epnet.com 

·  Emblem Health Services, LLC 

·  HealthiNation, Inc. 

·  Healthwise, Incorporated - www.healthwise.org 

·  Humana Military Healthcare Services 

·  KidsHealth.org 

·  Microsoft Health Vault  

·  National Account Service Company , LLC  

·  Optima Health - www.optimahealth.com 

·  WebMD Health Services Group, Inc. - www.healthmanager.webmd.com 

For more information on URAC’s Health Website programs, please go to:  
http://www.urac.org/programs/prog_accred_HWS_po.aspx 
 

*Current list at date of publication 
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