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The provision of consumer health information was pioneered in the United States: organisations such as Planetree (a not for profit, community based healthcare initiative) were among the first to provide information services.1 Over the years several organisations in the United Kingdom—including the College of Health, the Help for Health Trust, the Health Education Authority, the Health Education Board for Scotland, and self help groups—have provided information on a wide range of health topics directly to patients or consumers. Similar initiatives have been undertaken in Europe, Canada, Australia, and New Zealand.2 More recently, developments in Britain such as local consumer health information services, the Patient Partnership Strategy,3 and initiatives at the King's Fund4 5 have improved awareness of and access to evidence based consumer health information. These developments have come at a time when the amount of health information is increasing, particularly through the internet—and amid increasing concern about the varying quality of health information accessed by patients. We outline some steps to help health professionals advise patients on where to find good quality health information in this rapidly changing field.


Summary points

Patients require access to good quality, evidence based information so they can take an active part in decisions about their health care

The amount of information available to patients is increasing, particularly through the internet

The quality of this information remains variable

Health professionals need to be able to direct patients to sources of good quality consumer health information, including health related websites





Sources of consumer health information

Some of the organisations in the United Kingdom that are funded to provide health information for patients and the public are listed in box 1.


The internet

The internet offers access to health information provided by many different organisations and agencies Several providers offer gateway services that operate a selective process, only including information … 
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