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Abstract: Developers of consumer health information (CHI) websites and pages
in Taiwan have ncluded: 1) mdividuals; 2 general hospimls; 33 discase-oriented
associations; 4) government health administrative agencies; and 5 commercial
corporations. General hospitals have developed the lurges number of sites, but
the guality of these sites dillers widely, The unprecedented impacr of health-
oricnted websites on medical care and the health of the public in general neces-
sitates the establishment of credible insiruments for the evaluation and ratng of
the guality of such websites wud pages, In this paper, we describe the corrent status
of CHI websites and pagts in Thaiwarn. Fiuggr'inunﬁ tor improving the content of
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The pumbeers of Internet users and consumer health informa
tan (CHIE websites and pages have Increased rapldly during
the past 4 years (n Taiwan, As Chiness s the native language
ol Taiwan, Taiwanese CHI websites and pages are Chinese
based. Enplish-hased websites are usually not wsed by (he
peneral popuation If Chinese translations are not available.
Althaugh ettorts have been made o provide online trans|a-
tion and browser-hased English-Chinese dictionaries, the
ahility o aped opportunities for most Internet users in Taiwan
toe use English information are stll extremely limited. THI
wiebsites and pages in Taiwan primarily use traditicnal Chinese
characters, which are represented in binary code using the
Big-5 system, The mamland Chinese systern of simplifiod
characters, which is encoded using the GB system, s also in
use and CHI websites can be compiled and displayved ineither
traditional ar simplified fom by selecting a browser's encoding
setting. Presently, although sne-filth af the waorld's population
communicate with Chinese characters, there are very fow
Chinese-language based Internet CHI resources.

Medical-related websites can be calegorized into three
grovps: 1) reseanch oriented; 21 practice odented; and ) educa
tion ariented, for both proslessionals and consumers o ratients
1. In Faiwan, developers of CHI websites and pages for the
health education of patients or consumers Can be calenori e
into five groups: 11 individuals; 23 peneral hospitals; 3) disease-
oriented associalicons 4 government bealth sdmimistative agen
ies; and 5] commercial corporations, Websites dew |oped by
aeneral hospitals are the most common type of CHI websile in
Taiwan, bul the quality Of these sites differs wicely.

This briel communication provides an overview of CHI
wehsites and pages in laiwan. [o provide this overview, we
thoroughly searched the Internet far CHI websites and pages
already existing in Taiwan, Nevertheless, some important
siles or Pages May hawve been overlooked

CHI Web Sites and Pages in Taiwan

Individual websites and pages
Most of the early CHI websites and pages in Taiwan were
develaped by voung medical doctors, students, or parameds-
cal workers, These r|l—"\.'r4||r| wers tended o focus mare 'on the
visuial prrescntation ol their sites than on the medical informa:
tion content. Besides providing health information, some of
these sites also provide subscription-based CHI updates w
subserbers via e-rmail

A commen function of CHIwebsites is to provide answers to
corsumer inguiries on the nternet and through e-mail, O
calculations indicate that thie inrtl.-i“; TESEIISE tirrees iend b vary
witlely ranging frovme @ fesw mvinwites 1o 2 1o 3 davs, with an
averdge of about 24 hours. Same inquiries that are not CHI-
related are not answered, leading to an average response rate of
approximately #0%. This immediate and interactive way ol
phtaining CHI is very popular in Taiwan: The mest frequently
asked fuestions concern sex, sexually transmitted diseases,
urr}I:J;_zut:lI pl'ﬂ|‘.~|l.’.'l'|!'|.<-. women's diseases, and Children's diseases.
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CH-hased partal websites provide direclory sorvices
about CHI websites for consumers in Taiwan: Al present,
thereds only one such site in Taiwan hal prowides information
dboul how (o obtain accurate, credible, and appropriate
health infarmation (Tamwan Medical Netwark [in Chingse] —
|‘I1*.|T!'.".f"r'lr"-*-"-'-'.t.'1'|l'|.Id'u'.Iw.-'; At fwewone b com bad; bitlpe
wiww, bmn g bwe or hitpadtmessvelshinet.oet/n 1t uses the
expertise of doctore and other medical professionals to sort
throwgh relevant health information in order o provide the
consumer with information.

Hospital-based websites

A number of academic medical centers and teaching hospitals
igeneral hospitals accredined by the government for fraining
residents) in Taiwan have their own websiles, However, the
content of these sites fends to focus more on the administrative
and vperational aspects of the medical center or teaching
haspital than on CHI, especially (0 the garly stapes of their
development. Few of these sites have patient or consumer health
education as their main objective, Hence, these sites do not
attract the interest or meet the needs of visitars, Those conditions
have improved recently,

Websites of administrative health agencies
lhe third type of CHI website in Taiwan s made up of those
developed by the adminisirative health agencies, There is one
Raticetal level atiministrative-health agency and 23 cityloounty
levels of administrative health agencies in Talwan, Semral Mive
their own websites, The website of the Department of Heallh
IICIHD 2] in Taiwan is used extensively in the pedormance of
acministrative work aned in the provision of CHIL The wehsie
maintained by the DOH of Taipel also digplavs usetul CHI
Although athor povertmenl apency-based wehsites with CHI
content are expeciod o be developed, only several are comently
i uperation and thear guality is generally poor,

Other medical wehsites

Webhsiles developed by disease-orented foundatione or asen-
clations in Taiwan usually provide information about only
oy parlicular disease or disease proup, These sites often
contain information about one specific disease, wrilten in
plain and simple language for the general poblic. Their
equality is generally pood.

There are now several commercial CHI websiles an the
Internet. The homepages of these sites wend (o be superior in
technical presentation o other typres of CHI websites because
ol a highe: level ol F:-!lrlr1~.-.i-:||'|.+| support. However, the
accuracy of ther CHI content needs to e evaluated,

several medical association journals are beginning
to develop websites. Users from the geneal public will
Irequently visil professional resources when they are woll
chesigned, For example, MEDUINE was ariginally intended o be
a professional medical resource for the medical community.
However, as access boecame apen o e general public in 1998,
& humber of constmers, patients, and parents have achnocated
its use in learning more ahoul personal health 31, The rocon)
appeanince of MEDLINE Plus, designed specially for the public,
together with MEDLINE is example of the increased use ol
these services by thee general pulilic (4]

Discussiun

Usefulness of websites and pages for CHI
Advances in Interpet technology have had a remarkable
impact on health care issues, The general public can now
use CHI websites to rapidly oblain information an health,
diseases, the prevention of diseases, and the promotion of
health. Medicine is now seen as less of a mysterious branch
of knowledge to be uncerstond only by medical profession-
als, Patients visiting their physicians can use this information
b ask informed questions about nealth and disease jege,
and physicians often need to know about what is on the
Internel in order to respond to specific patient problems.
[hus, the availability ol accurdte, appr 3F}l’iﬁ.|r_'. anil hl!__'jl-
qu:ll'rh; health information on the Inteme is extremely inporant,
Progress in information and communication technologies
may help reduce health disparities, The benefits of electronic
health information and data are becoming apparent, and
proper public policy and measures are essential for the
efficien! development and use of the Waorld Wide Web
WA |5

Question and answer websites
Taiwan has several interactive websites that provide
direct and immediate responses to inguiries, This is unlike
mast English-based websites, which typically provide
respanses fo inguiries several weeks after the inquiries
have been sifted, sorted. and selected. To eifectively operate
an interactive website, the cooperation of visitors is
very important, This kind of website 15 usually supported
and maintalned |I'\.|.- 4 group ol enthusiastic volunlesrs
Heswever, maintaining focus on hezlth-related ropics can
be difficult and visitors who submit questions that are
extrancous o 1he purpose of the ste can be a major burden,
The importance of being polite and respectiul on the WA
has been stiessed (8]

Warnings and disclaimers

Although visitors are warned] in disclaimers that informaticon
appearing on wehsites is peneral medical knowledge and
may not be applicable to particelar cases, it s doubttul that
the general public. really understands the implications ol such
disclaimers. |05, thersfore, critical that the CHI providers be
careful not o mislead patients into believing that the informa
tion given on the site is medical advice for their specific
conditions 9],

Easy access

A few high-quality CHI webipages ane hidden so deep under
thesir homepapes that they are difficolt to access and visitors
reach them anly on occasion.: Although visitors to a hospital's
homepage may have different abjectives isuch as seeking
infarmation about procedures tor medical consultation or
finding aspecifie dogtors sohedule), it is imporant that these
sites Clearly direct visitors to the whereabauts of any specific
page on the site



Tradeoffs between accurate content and visual

appeal
Althoush the rapid progress and deve ||:up nent of digital
technigques for websile creation have led to an increase in the
graphical content of webpages, these applications also sliw
down access time, CHI sites should be aimed primarily at the
promotion ot health and the prevention and cume of iseases.
Im these maltters of life and e ath. all contenl must be readil W
dicessible, accarate, and casily understandable by the gen-
eral pubilic In this context, a cleanly designed site that |’1'|.;I.Lr“\
optimal wee of simple HTML may be mare suitable [10]. Some
English websites are displaved in both graphical and text-only
stylus, but this kind of display is not yet common in Taiwan.
P b aceurate, the content of websites should meet basic
standlards of authorship, attribution, disclesure, and currency
[TT]. O the existing CHI webpages in Talwan, only a few
meel all of these criteria. Some do nat give authors” names
anct the attributions are unclear. In addition, Ny oo nol pos)
the dates of publication or revision, Because of the rapid
progress in medical science, updating content at least once 3
year is definitely necessary, and when a new fact appears, the
site showled be upclated as soon as possible. The benefits of the
Internet are obvious, bul inaccurate \nformation could also
result in potentially harmiul effects. The establishment of a
rating system lor CHI an the Internet is sorely needed in
Taiwan, bl practical abstaches exist {12, 13

Misplaced, broken, and obsolete hyperlinks
Many new wehsiles have links that are obsalele or no longey
defivi. This condition is commaon in the classified director
websites, This may be dup o the carelessness of new web
developers, who iail 1o check for the activity of thes hyperlinks,
Wehmasters should endeavor to update links as frequently as
possible [10]

Search engines and categorized classifications
sirilar to the problem with English scarch engines, massive
searching rosults from Chinese search EIRITES Car De confusing,
Although a categorized directory is much friendlior than a
webpage (ull-text search engine, the guestion of unreasonable
categorizalion still exista. Al present in Tajwan, (he items of
Arowuping are oiten redundant, and many necessary groups ane
aitten lae king, Even with the approgiriate pm wiping, the arraneerren)
miaty et improper. This situation could be improved wehmaster,
allivved registrants In choose a categ sory therselves, However,
problems such as registration of wibsites to a group that favors
their own inlerssts are common, Since meast webmasters cane
athere: 1o pay for professionals o precverly categorize and ArTare
the vasl number of cateysones and pages, volunieers ai Ivpice

iy
used fo resolve these problems. For the effective use of CLI
wiehsies and pages, a smarl medical directory ar well desigred
seareh engine is necded,

For peaple whose mother lonzue is | mglish ¢
alphabetc lanpuage, disease names dre ensily searched for by

i s olthier

alphabelical -]ﬁ'r--. or Chinese palive languase users, the
cheopraphic Chinese characters are usually arranged by simplic-
ity: Te, the numbser of striskes of a character, Literature seart hes
by these methods are cumbersome, Lisually, penjle in Taman

taleporize a discase by the clinical area towhich it perains, A
sirmilar categorization on swiedsiles may facilitate understanding
by the general population in Taiwan, Furthermare, fredquently
sty or hid-topic diseases LJ..lfJ b grouped into one categony,
o4 i frunel in the *hat It i lisl oof the Healthi nder website [14]

The content levels of CHI

When a panticular consumer views a CHI webpage, he ar she
may fee| that the content is too esoteric to continue reading
while anather may percelve that it is very wel| written and
useful. This may not necessarily be ralatedd 1o their educa-
lianal backgrounds, The first visitor may be brow sing for any
article to read while the second may be searching for 4
specific article, Therefore, at least two different levels of
writing for the same heading are needed,

Need 1o make CHI websites more attractive
e appearance of the WA and other elerments of the Internst
heve had a profound influence on the prevention and freatmen
of diseases and on the promation of health 15, 9], In the US in
19497, nearly halt of all Inlemet users sought health infirmation
on the Infernel. In contrast, according 1o a sludy performed in
V098, only 1% af 25,127 visiors in Taiwan have visited health
related wehsites, compared with 25%, of visiters who visit lefsun:
wishsitos a9 their first and sweeond main purpose | 151, The same
sturchy also elisclosed that most Intermet users in Taiwan are young
stuclentsy and thar their interests are focused 6n Taiwanese
leisure-related websites [15], 1t s important that the mativation
0 vists health-related websites is encouraged and that such
webisles are maintained 0o moro attractive way 9]

Cﬂntlusian

rhe construction of o high-gquality CHEwebsite depends on
the experivnce of the developers, the quality and quantity of
medical nformation provided to the developers, and the
existence of a credible party and instrument for the evaluation
ol the site contonl, Hespital adminisirawors need o eng ourage
thedr slaff to provide infarmation resources and to assist them
it they are unfamiliar with web authe oiing. A conspicunus
label for health information needs to he ,1|r.|||1l{~1‘| (o visitors,
antl changes of LURLs should be minimized

Finally, governmentagend les and medical societies should:
include the construction of CHI webpages as a criterion for
the accreditation of teaching hospitals; linance and award
individuals aned instituions with hiph guality CHI websiies;
and establish instruments for raling wabsites,
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