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Learning Objectives
 Apply ethical and effective communication strategies to identify the health 

information needs of patrons
 Explain the ways librarians can protect patrons’ health privacy and 

confidentiality
 Describe the ways librarians can practice ethical health information 

provision throughout the reference interview.
 Explain why it is important to teach evaluation skills to library patrons [and 

to educate patrons about online resources]
 Identify quality health information resources online, in print, and other 

formats when conducting health information reference



Consumer Health Reference Questions

“Do I have lice?”



Health Literacy and 
Misinformation
Evaluating information



What is Health Literacy?

Personal health literacy is the degree to which individuals 
have the ability to find, understand, and use information and 
services to inform health-related decisions and actions for 
themselves and others.
Organizational health literacy is the degree to which 

organizations equitably enable individuals to find, understand, 
and use information and services to inform health-related 
decisions and actions for themselves and others.

Health Literacy defined by Healthy People 2030

https://health.gov/our-work/healthy-people/healthy-people-2030/health-literacy-healthy-people-2030


MedlinePlus Evaluating Internet Health 
Information: Checklist

Provider
• Who is in charge of the Web 

site?

 Funding
• Where does the money to 

support the site come from?

Quality
• Does the site have 

advertisements? Are they 
labeled?

Privacy
• Does the site ask for your 

personal information?

MedlinePlus Evaluating Internet Health Information Checklist

https://medlineplus.gov/webeval/EvaluatingInternetHealthInformationChecklist.pdf


Bias
Personal bias

Resource bias



Trust It or Trash It?

Trust It or Trash It

http://www.trustortrash.org/


Class exercise – evaluating websites

Healthychildren.org:
https://www.healthychildren.org/English/Pages/default.aspx

 Lasik@home: https://www.lasikathome.com/

Everyday Health: https://www.everydayhealth.com/



Health News
 Assess the source
 Go beyond the headline
 Identify the author
 Check the date
 Examine the supporting 

evidence
 Check your biases
 Turn to fact-checkers

World Health Organization’s Top Tips for Navigating the Infodemic

https://www.who.int/news-room/spotlight/let-s-flatten-the-infodemic-curve


Celebrities and Health

BMJ Celebrities and Health video
BMJ celebrity health article 

https://youtu.be/8SkXqXjwwNo
https://www.bmj.com/content/bmj/347/bmj.f7151.full.pdf


Questionable Doctors



Health Misinformation

“Health misinformation is a serious 
threat to public health. It can cause 
confusion, sow mistrust, harm people’s 
health, and undermine public health 
efforts. Limiting the spread of health 
misinformation is a moral and civic 
imperative that will require a whole-of-
society effort.”

YouTube video of U.S. Surgeon General’s health advisory

Confronting Health Misinformation

https://youtu.be/-DwdTCCMYhc
https://www.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/surgeon-general-misinformation-advisory.pdf


Community Toolkit for Addressing 
Health Misinformation

Toolkit includes:
 22 page “Confronting Health 

Misinformation” report
 Teaching slides
 Infographics
 Most information available in 

English and Spanish

Community Toolkit

https://www.hhs.gov/surgeongeneral/reports-and-publications/health-misinformation/index.html


Misinformation Resources

https://www.ala.org/tools/sites/ala.org.tools/files/content/%21%20Media-Lit_Prac-Guide_FINALWEB_112020_0.pdf
https://www.goviralgame.com/en/play
https://repository.ifla.org/handle/123456789/167


Health Reference
Best practices, privacy, ethics, tips



When a patron asks a health question...
 Library staff might learn private and personal information
Patrons (or staff) may be more emotional
 Library staff need to stay neutral but compassionate
 Library staff might not be familiar with the topic, unsure how to 

answer
 Library staff might worry about providing incorrect information
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Factors Impacting 
Information-Seeking Behavior

 Health issues can cause stress, anger, sadness,
disillusionment, confusion, frustration, desperation

 Factors: age, gender, literacy level, 
socioeconomic background, culture, language

 Your reaction and communication can help a patron feel 
more comfortable



Welcome and Safe Space
Clear and prominent signage
Clean and inviting
Develop a statement 

addressing privacy and 
confidentiality of reference 
services
 Lower your voice
Designate an area for privacy
Ask patron permission if 

asking a colleague for help



Non-Verbal Communication
 Facial expressions
Body posture
Eye contact
Gestures
Attitude
Active listening
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Verbal Communication
 Empathy, clear boundaries

• “I’m so sorry to hear you’re dealing 
with this. I can help you find 
information about this topic.”

• "I can help you find information, but I 
am not a health professional, and am 
not qualified to help you make sense 
of this information. I recommend 
talking further with your doctor"

 Tone of voice, listening
• Calm, more silence

 No unnecessary noises or comments
• Sighing, tsking, harrumphing
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Do not tell your story or anecdotes  
Don't tell your own story or story 

of others
Patron could take this as a 

recommendation
Keep the focus of the interaction 

on the patron and the 
information they need



Open-ended questions

 What kind of information on ____ are you looking 

for?

 Would you tell me more about…?

 What do you already know about____?

 What is it you want to know about _____?

 I’m not certain I understand… Can you give me 

an example?

 Where have you looked for information so far?



Topic and Scope of Question
Purpose of the information

• Schoolwork, personal, for family member

Many categories of health information
• Diseases, treatments, prevention, causes

Health questions can be complex. How much detail is needed?
What level of information is needed? 
What language?
What formats would be most appropriate?
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Gathering information
 Verify medical terms and 

spellings
 Provide information from 

evidence-based health 
information resources
 Provide the most complete 

information possible
 It’s ok to not provide information 

if not available from an 
authoritative source
 Refer the patron back to their 

healthcare provider
26



Quality Health Information
 Utilize ABCs of Evaluation OR Trust It or Trash It
 No matter the format, evaluate the resource
 Seek ways to integrate health information evaluation tips in reference 

services
 It’s ok to say you cannot locate the information from your library’s 

resources
 Know the limits of your library’s health information

 Provide quality resources on a Subject Guide or brochure/bookmark
 MedlinePlus.gov
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Delivering Information
Your role is to provide information 
Do not interpret medical information for a patron
Read as it is printed
Do not give your recommendation or opinion
Do not let your own bias or personal or cultural values affect 

your professional interaction
Refer patrons to their healthcare provider
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Phone reference
 Use same practices as in-

person
 Read directly from the resource
 state the name of the 

resource, date of publication, 
authority, page number or 
website

 Ask if they'd like you to mail or 
email the information
 Suggest patron take this 

information to their doctor to 
discuss further
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Virtual reference (email, chat)

Use same practices as in-person
 Include information about the 

resource – provide authority, last 
date updated or reviewed, etc.
Suggest patron take this 

information to their doctor to 
discuss further
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Class Exercise – Role Playing

31

What did the 
library staff do 

correctly?

What could 
have been done 

differently?



Authoritative Resources
MedlinePlus:
 1,000 + Health Topics
 Medical encyclopedia
 Drug information, medical tests, genetics
 Content must meet strict criteria and 

regularly reviewed
 Spanish edition 
 No advertisements



Using 
MedlinePlus



NNLM Classes and Events
 Live online webinar format 

classes
Scheduled asynchronous 

online classes
On-demand online classes
Webinar series with guest 

speaker
Special events



Consumer Health Information 
Specialization (CHIS)

 Take classes (NNLM, MLA, etc.) focusing on health 
information and health literacy
 Increase health information knowledge 
 Become more confident providing health 

information services and programs
 Commitment to providing quality consumer health 

information



Consumer Health class tester
 Consumer Health Information 

Specialization (CHIS) Core classes
 Level 1 CHIS includes 5 core 

competencies 
 Each core competency class

runs 1 hour
 Testers will receive CE for each 

core class completed
 Testing tentatively scheduled mid 

May



Keeping Updated



Public Libraries: Community 
Health Partners

Partners for health
Partners for health equity
 Increase health literacy
Public health
Community health
School health



NNLM Funding
Announcements:
• NNLM Region 5 webpage
• NNLM Region 5 News-

Weekly Digest



Show What You Know- True or False
 Your non-verbal communication is just as important as your verbal 

communication.
 To show patrons you care, tell them a little about your similar health 

experience.
 It’s helpful for a library volunteer, a retired physician, to provide medical 

advice to patrons.
 Set aside your own personal beliefs and values when it comes to providing 

health information.



Show What You Know – True or False 
continued…
 The library should consider creating a list of recommended local doctors to 

have on hand for patrons.
 Provide a quiet corner or space for more private health reference
 Always make sure the patron has the correct name and spelling of the 

health condition and treatment before directing them to the information
 Let the patron know they should contact their doctor to explain how the 

health information you provided applies to their situation



Works Consulted
NNLM Classes
Consumer Health Collection Management: https://nnlm.gov/training/class/consumer-health-collection-management-demand
Introduction to Health Reference, Ethics & Best Practices: https://nnlm.gov/training/class/introduction-health-reference-ethics-and-best-practices
MedlinePlus Tutorial for Librarians and Health Educators: https://nnlm.gov/training/class/medlineplus-tutorial-librarians-and-health-educators

Additional Resources
Confronting Health Misinformation, US Surgeon General: https://www.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/surgeon-general-misinformation-advisory.pdf
Consumer Health Information Specialization: https://www.mlanet.org/page/chis
Health Literacy Solutions Center: https://www.healthliteracysolutions.org/home
Healthy Community Tools for Public Libraries: https://publiclibrary.health/resources
IFLA, How to Spot Fake News Infographic: https://repository.ifla.org/handle/123456789/167
Journal of Consumer Health on the Internet: https://www.tandfonline.com/toc/wchi20/current
Libraries Transform, Health Literacy Toolkit: http://www.ilovelibraries.org/librariestransform/health-literacy-toolkit-intro
Media Literacy in the Library: https://www.ala.org/tools/sites/ala.org.tools/files/content/%21%20Media-Lit_Prac-Guide_FINALWEB_112020_0.pdf
Programming Librarian, Health & Wellness: https://programminglibrarian.org/ideas/topic?topic=948
Trust it or Trash it: http://www.trustortrash.org/
WebJunction, Health Happens in Libraries: https://www.webjunction.org/explore-topics/ehealth.html
WHO, Tips for Navigating the Infodemic: https://www.who.int/news-room/spotlight/let-s-flatten-the-infodemic-curve

https://nnlm.gov/training/class/consumer-health-collection-management-demand
https://nnlm.gov/training/class/introduction-health-reference-ethics-and-best-practices
https://nnlm.gov/training/class/medlineplus-tutorial-librarians-and-health-educators
https://www.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/surgeon-general-misinformation-advisory.pdf
https://www.mlanet.org/page/chis
https://www.healthliteracysolutions.org/home
https://publiclibrary.health/resources
https://repository.ifla.org/handle/123456789/167
https://www.tandfonline.com/toc/wchi20/current
http://www.ilovelibraries.org/librariestransform/health-literacy-toolkit-intro
https://www.ala.org/tools/sites/ala.org.tools/files/content/%21%20Media-Lit_Prac-Guide_FINALWEB_112020_0.pdf
https://programminglibrarian.org/ideas/topic?topic=948
http://www.trustortrash.org/
https://www.webjunction.org/explore-topics/ehealth.html
https://www.who.int/news-room/spotlight/let-s-flatten-the-infodemic-curve


Your time for input and questions

Emily Hamstra, MSI
Outreach and Access    

Coordinator
ehamstra@uw.edu

Carolyn Martin, MLS, AHIP 
Outreach and Education  

Coordinator
martinc4@uw.edu

Developed resources reported in this presentation are supported by the National Library of Medicine (NLM), 
National Institutes of Health (NIH) under cooperative agreement number UG4LM013725. The content is solely 
the responsibility of the authors and does not necessarily represent the official views of the National Institutes 
of Health.
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