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The services offered by the internet are producing
significant changes in many fields of communication.
This phenomenon is particularly present in the area
of health, as it is one of the most intensive sectors in
the use of online information. Different organisations
and institutions have set up quality initiatives with
various implementation strategies, as well as pro-
posals to resolve the problems identified with regard
to the use of health information available on the
internet. In this paper we also present the quality and
certification programme Web Meédica Acreditada that
stands out in Spain.
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The services offered by the internet are producing
significant changes in many fields of communication, in
science, personal relations and access to information. This
phenomenon is particularly present in the area of health, as
it is one of the most intensive sectors in the use of online
information and has a large number of potential benefi-
ciaries, due to the resolution of problems of geographical
distance between patients and health professionals, the
reduction in costs and infrastructure and waiting times, as
well as access to large amounts of information and its
management. It is therefore a new communication tool that
is characterised by interaction between users, persona-
lisation of the consumer relationship, ease of publishing
content of any kind, universality and lack of control, as well
as ease and simplicity of updating the content.

Notwithstanding this, we must also consider the existence
of a number of risks that must be avoided. Health infor-
mation obtained from the internet can give a false feeling of
confidence in patients that, on exercising their autonomy,
may lead to incorrect decisions or even decisions that can
endanger their own health. Users are using the internet
increasingly as a source of health information, as shown by
several of the studies carried out. Between 50% and 80% of
adult internet users habitually look for information on health
in general and on their own and other ilinesses.

According to the last survey published by Red.es ("Panel
of households, XVII wave” July-September 2007), 42% of
Spanish homes are connected to the internet, and 53.5% of
the population (including those over 15) use the internet. Of
these users, 70.9% consider themselves to be frequent
users (i.e. 37.9% of the population aged 15 or more). In the
survey for January-March 2007, 42.6% of users had
searched for information related to health, compared with
24.4% for January-March 2004 (in the United States this
figure was 80% in 2006). 25.7% of the queries were made
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to the public administration via the network for health
services.

All this has created new and different needs. Firstly,
greater control is essential of the quality of the websites with
health content, creating accreditation systems that have
standards and reference criteria to evaluate these websites,
guaranteeing that this information will be of adequate use
for patients and users in general, and that professionals can
also base their decisions on this information and comment
on this information’s suitability and application in each case.
Secondly, it can facilitate the guided improvement of health
education for the public at large, opening up new
perspectives and useful tools for non-professional internet
users.

Given this situation, different initiatives have been set up
and recommendations, strategies and good practices have
been drawn up in order to guarantee a minimum quality of
health-related websites and to protect users and patients
with regard to the misleading, false or confused information
that abounds on the internet. In the survey carried out in
2005 by the Health on the Net Foundation (HON 2005), 59%
of the participants would be in favour of certifying websites,
compared with 25.3% who would disagree.

Proposals to improve the quality of information on
the internet

Since 1996, different proposals have arisen to improve the
quality of health-related websites. The most elementary are
limited to providing recommended quality criteria for health-
related websites and propose codes of ethics and conduct
which those responsible for the websites can sign up to
voluntarily. A more sophisticated system consists of gua-
ranteeing the quality of the format and content of a website
by an independent organisation systematically reviewing it.

Among the first of these initiatives we might highlight the
proposal by HON, consisting of a quality seal that could

1 AMA: <http://www.ama-assn.org/ama/pub/category/1905.html>
2 URAC: <http://www.urac.org>

3 HON Foundation: <http://www.hon.ch>

freely be included on any website that voluntarily signed up
to a series of criteria, without anyone checking whether
these criteria were being complied with. Currently this initia-
tive is carrying out an active review of the websites that have
joined its scheme and it can be considered as a third party
review system. Other initiatives characterised by the non-
controlled subscription to a code of conduct are Hi-Ethics
and the Internet Healthcare Coalition. The American Medi-
cal Association (AMA)' is another example where, in
addition to drawing up a guide of recommendations, they
also review the websites related to the aforementioned insti-
tution and compare the quality of their scientific content with
similar criteria to those of a scientific publication. So there
are differing degrees or levels of accreditation and of quality
control, all with their own characteristics, that determine to
what extent users can trust the information supplied, a trust
that can be considered directly proportional to the depth of
quality control carried out. In the United States, the organi-
sation URAC,? in which several different American scientific
institutions and societies collaborate, also grants a seal of
accreditation, with the idea of regulating and guaranteeing
the quality of the information and the safety of the data
exchanged on the internet, in all those health-related acti-
vities supported online. Moreover, there is a large number of
initiatives with the common objective of offering guidance to
internet users on what good quality health-related websites
should be like or, in any case, to advise on the limitations
and precautions that should be adopted with these websites
and information they contain on specific aspects such as
recommendations concerning treatments, for the use of
children or even for the use of health professionals.

In Spain, of note is the accreditation system known as the
Web Médica Acreditada (Accredited Medical Website), set
up by the Official College of Physicians of Barcelona in 1999
and which has established itself as a quality reference point
for Spanish and Catalan-language websites. This initiative,
as reflected in a survey published in 2005 by the Health on
the Net Foundation,® ranks fifth among the systems for
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accreditation and quality seals for the best-known health-
related websites in the world.
The European Union, as a supra-national institution and
reflecting the importance and concern of this issue,
established in 2000 a working group with representatives
from all member States, scientific societies, the pharma-
ceutical industry, universities, user associations, the World
Health Organisation (WHO), etc. to draw up quality criteria
that should be followed by health-related websites, esta-
blishing a common point of reference based on which the
different agents working in this area could adapt the
recommendations to the needs and characteristics of each
organisation and country. Finally, in 2002, the definitive
document was published with the aforementioned
recommendations.*
The existing quality initiatives have different strategies of
implementation, as well as differing proposals to resolve the
problems identified. These initiatives, recommendations and
accreditation systems have been the object of different stu-
dies in order to further our knowledge of their differentials
and classify them appropriately. According to the existence
or not of an external evaluation process and, if one exists,
the methodology used to carry out this evaluation, as well as
how the recommendations are implemented, various me-
chanisms are defined, proposed to improve the quality of
health-related websites, which can be classified as follows:
— Codes of conduct: consisting of a number of quality
criteria that any interested websites can sign up to
voluntarily.

— Quality seals: which can be included on the websites
with the undertaking to follow a series of quality criteria.

— User guides: a number of recommendations to guide
users on how they should interact with health-related
websites.

— Filters and classification portals: that manually or au-
tomatically classify and/or filter resources and websites.

— Third party certification: based on verifying compliance
with a series of quality criteria, describing the website’s

characteristics and often granting a seal that certifies the
website has been reviewed and how.

Table 1 shows the best-known initiatives, presented accor-
ding to the different strategies on which they are based.

The Web Médica Acreditada Quality Programme

Firstly, we should note that there are no other medical
accreditation systems that have offered general data on the
characteristics of the websites that form part of their quality
programme. Secondly, as pointed out by an international
study carried out by the Health on the Net foundation (HON
2005), we should underline that this is one of the leading
accreditation entities in Spain and the world. And, thirdly, if
we take into account the fact that most of the websites
accredited by this quality programme are Spanish, the data
provided below allow us to draw up a very approximate
profile of accredited medical websites in Spain.

The quality programme of the Web Meédica Acreditada
(WMA)®is promoted by the Official College of Physicians of
Barcelona® and is aimed at all websites in Spain and Latin
America that offer health information and services via the
internet in which professional doctors participate and colla-
borate, as well as other health professionals. This quality
initiative applies the review and recommendation of a set of
quality criteria specific for medical websites and of the
medical deontological code. This programme incorporates
the experience and advances promoted by projects of the
Directorate General of Health and Consumers of the Euro-
pean Union (EU) and of the Safer Action Plan Plus for a
safer internet also of the EU, in which it actively plays a part.
This quality programme is characterised by being voluntary,
free and transparent, so that the websites following the
process of review and the incorporation, if applicable, of cer-
tain recommendations obtain the WMA accreditation seal,
which they show on their site.

4 eEurope 2002: Quality Criteria for Health related websites: <http://www.jmir.org/2002/3/e15/>

5 Web Médica Acreditada: <http://wma.comb.es>

6 Collegi Oficial de Metges de Barcelona: <http://www.comb.cat>
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Table 1. Quality initiatives for health-related websites

Mechanism

Initiatives

Codes of conduct

Internet Health Coalition
American Medical Association
e-Europe

Hi-Ethics

User guides

DISCERN
Net Scoring

Filters and classification portals

OMNI
CISMeF
AQUMED

Third party certification

MedCIRCLE
Health on the Net Code (HON)

Proyecto Webs Médicas de Calidad

URAC
Web Medica Acreditada (WMA)

Source: author.

At 31 December 2007, a total of 1,148 applications had
been received via the form available on the WMA website.
These applications are from the period between July 1999
(when the service started up) and 31 December 2007. Out
of the total of 1,148 applications received up to this date,
524 accreditations have been awarded. During 2001 and
2002, a larger number of applications were made, with 171
and 165, respectively. Excluding erroneous applications (n
= 41) and websites that did not ultimately enter the
accreditation process (n = 108), the percentage of websites
that have completed accreditation out of the total applica-
tions received was 55.66%. These data may be surprising
but sometimes the changes suggested imply extra work for
those in charge of the websites which, on many occasions,
cannot be undertaken due to a lack of resources or be-
cause, as happens in a few cases, the characteristics of the
website require significant changes in content, which makes
their adaptation unviable. On the other hand, a large num-
ber of websites that did not conclude the accreditation
process disappeared in the first few months of their exis-
tence. Out of the total websites that have been accredited (n
= 524), in this period of time 67 have disappeared (13%);

7 1QUA: <http://www.iqua.net>

most of these disappearances occurred in websites that had
applied for accreditation between 1999 and 2001. This
might be explained by the fact that, during these years,
there was great interest in the internet and in creating ser-
vices online without the necessary support to ensure their
continuation, and many of these sites are no longer in
operation. These disappearances mean that the number of
accredited websites at 31 December 2008 totalled 457.

Of all the websites accredited by the WMA, 56% (n = 258)
have at least one other seal of approval. The distribution of
seals on these websites is shown in figure 1. Health on the
Net certification is the one most frequently associated with
websites accredited by the WMA. Among “Other” there are
their own codes, DobleU, eHealth Ethics, TNM and Trust_e.
The two most frequent seals found (HON and pWMC) are
specific for the health area. The most frequent certification
of a general nature is that of the Internet Quality Agency
(IQUA)” promoted by the Consell de IAudiovisual de
Catalunya. It should be noted that a little more than half the
websites have at least two accreditations (especially health
seals). The possible reasons for this are diverse but, in a
study carried out by the WMA, those in charge noted that
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Figure 1. Other quality seals present on websites
accredited by the WMA
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Source: WMA.

having more than one quality seal is related to the per-
ception of greater quality, on the one hand, and that there is
no single seal of reference.

Table 2 shows the sources of funding declared by the
accredited websites. We should note that 240 websites
(52.5%) answer this question when filling in the ques-
tionnaire to apply for accreditation. The data suggest that
many of the websites are the result of voluntary initiatives,
no so much of entities but rather of people and, therefore
and as can be seen subsequently in their review, their real
cost is not reflected or is so low (hosting, etc.) that those in
charge of making the application do not feel it necessary to
even note it down. This lack of means (voluntary) entails the
closing down of websites and an excessive effort to access
quality standards in health-related websites. The declaration
of the source of finance of websites is a standard of quality
and trust, clearly informing users of how it is funded. On the
other hand, we are also witnessing the appearance of seals
and codes of doubtful independence and origin, in which
there may be non-declared financial agreements.

Table 3 contains information on the types of websites
accredited. The type of healthcare centres is the most
numerous, followed by the websites of scientific and pro-
fessional associations and personal websites. In the survey
carried out by WMA, among those responsible for accre-

Table 2. Sources of funding of accredited websites

%

Types of funding we'l;l:i.tes out of 240

Private contributions 84 35.00

Sponsored by

pharmaceutical 58 24.26

industry

Member fees 44 18.33

Advertising 29 12.08

Public funds 24 10.00

Sponsored by

non-profit 22 9.16

organisations

eali frms. 4 | 58

Donations 11 4.58

Subscription 10 4.16

Venture capital 1 0.41

Other 28 11.66
Source: WMA.

dited websites, the reasons of professional ethics are those
considered most important for applying for the accreditation
seal. The number of accredited websites of public adminis-
trations, universities and research centres is not high, and
this could be attributed to the fact that these centres do not
consider such certification to be necessary.

Table 4 shows clearly that, among the accredited
websites, the desire to serve society in general or health
professionals in particular is of special importance.

In general, the accredited websites declare that they were
designed more with regard to content than to a type of
audience. On the other hand, it should be noted that almost
half of them are aimed at health professionals, while more
than half are aimed at non-health professionals who are
looking for health-related information. We must bear in mind
that there are websites aimed both at health professionals
and also patients/users. These data can be completed by
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Table 3. Categories of websites accredited

Types of websites we'l;lgi-tes % total
Healthcare centres 135 29.5
Scientific and 91 20
Professional associations

Professional personal 70 15.3
websites

Publishers and media 19 4.15
Other educational 21 4.43
institutions

Patient or support 19 4.15
group associations

Pharmaceutical companies 18 3.79
NGOs 14 2.95
R&D institutions 10 2.32
Universities 11 2.32
Other companies 1.68
State administrations 4 0.84
Other 37 8.09

Source: WMA.

Table 4. Overall objective declared by those res-
ponsible for the accredited websites

No. Total %

Overall objective websites no. >
R : total

Spain websites

General information 177 206 45.07
Scientific education 152 179 39.16
Training 29 37 8.09
No reply 25 25 5.47
Support groups 10 10 2.18

Source: WMA.

noting that around 19% of the websites offer the possibility
of online queries and that 31.7% have a restricted zone for
health professionals, although still only in 61 cases
(because they are intranets or because they believe that the
content might be misinterpreted by non-professional users).
Access to a restricted zone is provided via payment in the

case of fifteen websites (in many cases resulting from
training activities).

Finally, we have also looked at the languages used by the
accredited websites, as shown in table 6. These data show,
on the one hand, that the number of websites with Catalan
as one of their languages total 28.22% of the accredited
websites and this can be related to the fact that the initiative
is promoted by the Official College of Physicians of
Barcelona, one of the professionals colleges with the largest
number of members in Spain. On the other hand, we also
observe that Spanish is used on 435 websites (95.18% of all
the websites) and we can relate this to the large presence of
this language on the internet and the large number of
potential users throughout the world at whom the content is
aimed.
exclusively on 17 of the websites and that no website uses

It should also be noted that Catalan is used

Catalan and English as its two languages. We should also
note that English is present on a fifth of the websites.

Conclusions

The effort made by the different independent institutions,
governments and the European Union to offer proposals
and solutions to improve the quality of content and websites
with health information is patent. Some authors have
questioned the actual usefulness of accreditation systems,
due to different problems that have still not been properly
evaluated. One of the problems proposed lies in the fact that
individual users do not recognise the meaning of the seals
or codes of conduct or are unaware of which aspects are
being certified on the websites. It has also been suggested
that these users do not have the necessary time nor do they
dedicate the effort expected of them to understand or use
the tools that the different quality initiatives are offering
them. This aspect is still a relatively unknown issue and a
challenge for researchers and those in charge of public
health, requiring studies to investigate further the use and
veritable usefulness of these initiatives for the population at
large.

The quality and future effectiveness of certification for
health-related websites may depend on the use of new
technological resources, including a new generation of in-
telligent tools offered by the internet. The semantic website
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Table 5. The targets for accredited websites

°
Audience weE:i-tes of t/:57
ﬁ:eurI;S: patients and/or 242 52.95
Specialist doctors 240 52.51
Family doctors/GPs 172 37.63
Other health professionals 168 36.76
Medical students 156 34.13
Researchers 121 26.47
o e | a0 | w072

Source: WMA.

Table 6. Languages present on WMA accredited
websites

Languages well;l:i'tes %
Spanish 284 62.14
Spanish - Catalan 67 14.66
Spanish - English 39 8.53
Catalan 17 3.71
Catalan - Spanish - English 45 9.84
English 5 1.09

Source: WMA.

understood as an extension of the current concept of web-
site is providing the possibility to structure information to a
greater extent, producing relations between resources and
content in order to improve interoperability between people
and machines. Semantic websites and automated moni-
toring, applied to the initiatives that are reviewing content
and the description the characteristics of health-related
websites, may constitute an interesting contribution that
provides users with greater knowledge of the type of infor-

mation they are accessing, so that this information may be
used by search engines that better understand what users
are really looking for and they will obtain more thorough,
descriptive and detailed information on the content of
websites that have been searched.

Bibliography

BaBio, G. [et al.] Seleccion y evaluacion de sitios web dirigi-
dos a pacientes referidos al campo de la salud. Gener de
2006. [Online]. Seville: Junta de Andalucia, 2006.
<http://www.juntadeandalucia.es/salud/contenidos/aetsa/pd
f/Informe%20sitios%20web%20sobre%20salud_DEF.pdf>
[Consulted: 20 March 2008]

BERLAND, G. K.; ELLIOT, M. N.; MORALES, L. M. [et al.] “Health
information on the Internet: accessibility, quality, and
readability in English and Spanish”. In: Journal of the
American Medical Association. Vol. 285 (2001), no. 20, p.
2612-2621.

BirRu, M. S. [et al.] “Internet Usage by Low-Literacy Adults
Seeking Health Information: An Observational Analysis”. In:
Journal of Medical Internet Research. [Online]. Vol. 6
(2004), no. 3, e-25. <http://www.jmir.org/2004/3/e25/>
[Consulted: 8 March 2008]

CARNICERO, J. [et al.] (ed.). Luces y sombras de la informa-
cion de salud en Internet. Informe SEIS (4). Madrid: SEIS,
2002.

CasTiEL, L. D.; ALvarez-DARDET, C. “Las tecnologias de la
informacién y de la comunicacion en salud publica: las pre-
cariedades del exceso”. In: Revista Espafiola de Salud
Publica. Vol. 79 (2005), no. 3, p. 331-337.

CoMmisioN DE LAS COMUNIDADES EUROPEAS. eEurope 2002:
Criterios de calidad para los sitios web relacionados con la
salud. [Online]. Brussels: CCE November 2002.
<http://www.jmir.org/2002/3/e15/>

[Consulted: 8 March 2008]

Monographic: Health on the internet: proposals for quality and certification

67



68

CoQuARD, O.; KHAZAAL, Y. “Qualité des sites d’Internet médi-
caux”. In: Revue Médicale Suisse [Online]. July 2007.
<http://titan.medhyg.ch/mh/infos/article.php3?sid=2635>
[Consulted: 7 March 2008]

DoMmiNGUEZ-CASTRO, A.; INESTA-GARCIA, A. “Evaluacién de la
calidad de las webs de centros de farmacoeconomia y eco-
nomia de la salud mediante un cuestionario valido”. In:
Gaceta Sanitaria [Online]. Vol. 8 (2008), no. 4.
<http://scielo.isciii.es/scielo.php?script=sci_arttext&pid=S02
13-91112004000600007&Ing=es&nrm=iso> [Consulted: 7
March 2008]

ELias Perez, C. Fundamentos de periodismo cientifico y
divulgacion mediatica. Madrid: Alianza Editorial, 2008.

Fox, S. (ed.) Most Internet users start at a search engine
when looking for health information online. Very few check
the source and date of the information they find [Online].
Washington: Pew Internet & American Life Project, October
2006.
<http://www.pewinternet.org/pdfs/PIP_Online_Health_2006
.pdf> [Consulted: 7 March 2008]

HONCcobE. Analysis of 9th HON Survey of Health and Me-
dical Internet Users [Online]. Geneva: Health of the Net
Foundation, 2005.
<http://www.hon.ch/Survey/Survey2005/res.html>
[Consulted: 10 March 2008]

HowitT, A. [et al.] “An evaluation of general practice web-
sites in the UK”. In: Family Practice. Vol. 19 (2002) no. 5, p.
547-556.

JIMENEZ, J. Tendéncies en I'is d’Internet com a font d’infor-
macio sobre salut. Barcelona: UOC Papers, March 2007.
<http://www.uoc.edu/uocpapers/4/dt/cat/jimenez.html>
[Consulted: 5 March 2008]

MAYER, M. A. “Evaluacion de los sistemas de acreditacion
de webs sanitarias. La experiencia de Web Médica
Acreditada” [thesis]. Barcelona: Universitat Pompeu Fabra;
2006. ISBN: 978-84-690-3932-8.

MAYER, M. A. “Acreditar webs de contenido sanitario: ;una
necesidad imposible?” In: Medicina Clinica (Barc) 2001;
116: 496-497.

MAYER, M. A.; LEIS, A. “La calidad de la informacion sanitaria
en internet, presente y futuro en Europa. Especial: La infor-
matica de la salud en Europa”. In: Revista I+S (april 2008),
no 68. Madrid: SEIS 2008.

MAYER, M. A., LEIs, A. “La vision de los responsables de
webs médicas acreditadas sobre la utilidad de los sellos y
sistemas de acreditacion”. In: Actes del XI Congrés Nacio-
nal d’Informatica de la Salut. Madrid: Inforsalud, 2008.

MAYER, M. A.; KARKALETSIS, V.; ARCHER, P.; Ruiz, P.; STAMA-
TAKIS, K.; LEIS, A. “Quality Labelling of Medical Web Content.
Improving the Quality to Health Information: an international
perspective”. In: Health Informatics Journal. Vol. 12 (2006),
p. 81-87.

THE SPRY FOUNDATION. Como evaluar la informacion de la
salud en la red. Guia prdctica para personas mayores y
personal médico (2001). Washington: The Spry Foundation,
2001.
<http://www.spry.org/pdf/EvaluatingHealthinfo_Spanish.pdf>
[Consulted: 8 March 2008]

Vivas, P. [et al.] “Salut i Internet: cerca, tematica i qualitat
del seu contingut” [working document]. January 2004.
[Online]. Barcelona: UOC, 2004.
<http://www.uoc.edu/in3/dt/20375/> [Consulted: 11 March
2008]

Quaderns del CAC: Issue 30



