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Patients can only make informed choices if they have access to good quality information. Currently, health consumers are playing a more active role in decisions regarding their health and this has been facilitated through the abundance of health literature available online at the click of a button. Health information online remains unregulated and varies largely in quality, accuracy, and readability, despite efforts toward standardization (Kaicker, Debono, Dang, Buckley & Thabane, 2010). The risk of obtaining inaccurate health information online can be reduced using critical appraisal tools for careful evaluation (Charnock, Shepperd, Needham & Gann, 1999). In this paper, a brief introduction on Diabetes Canada’s website will be given, along with a rationale for the selection of this site. The decision to use the DISCERN tool to evaluate Diabetes Canada’s website will be explained, and the tool will then be applied to critically evaluate the health website. An interpretation of the results will be presented. Barriers to using the DISCERN tool and accessing health information on the Diabetes Canada website will also be discussed.
Diabetes Canada
Diabetes is the target topic chosen as there are an estimated 3.4 million Canadians living with diabetes, and that number is estimated to rise to five million by the year 2025 (“The burden of out-of-pocket costs for Canadians with diabetes”, 2011). People with diabetes are more likely to develop complications associated with premature death, are more likely to be hospitalized with cardiovascular and renal disease, and non-traumatic limb amputation (“The burden of out-of-pocket costs for Canadians with diabetes”, 2011). Diabetes is well known and treatment information of varying quality is widely available online. In 2009, Statistics Canada found that 80% of Canadians over the age of 16 use the internet to search for personal reasons, and 70% of Canadians use the internet to search for health information (As cited in Kaicker et al., 2010).
Taking the above facts into consideration, it is safe to assume that a number of Canadians with diabetes will look for health information online, but which site are they using to access this information? When the keyword ‘diabetes’ was types into the three most widely used search engines, Google, Yahoo, and Bing, the website www.diabetes.ca was the first site on the list each time (Ratcliff, 2016). This implies that it is the most frequently used site when Canadians search for information on diabetes.  In order to determine whether the information retrieved from this website is reliable, the DISCERN tool will be used to conduct a critical evaluation.
DISCERN Tool  
Much of the health information found online is unregulated and varies in quality, which can place consumers at risk of obtaining low-quality information, consequently influencing adverse health outcomes (Kaicker, et al., 2010). Through the use of appraisal tools to evaluate information found online, consumer risk can be reduced (Charnock, et al., 1999). 
The DISCERN tool is a standardized set of criteria for judging the quality of health information regarding treatment choices online. The tool has good levels of inter-rater agreement, high validity, specificity, and reliability (Charnock & Shepperd, 2004; Kaicker et al., 2010; Khazaal, Chatton, Zullino & Khan, 2011). The DISCERN tool was developed and tested by an expert panel, and also tested by a national sample of health information providers and self-help group members who used the tool on various health information treatment choices found online (Charnock et al., 1999). The DISCERN tool is the first quality index of consumer health information that can be used as a critical appraisal tool to evaluate health information by both consumers and healthcare professionals, which implies that consumers do not have to have expert knowledge to evaluate the health content they are retrieving online (Kaicker et al., 2010; Khazaal et al., 2012).
The tool consists of 16 questions and an overall quality rating. Each question represents an essential standard that is an important part of quality information on treatment choices (“DISCERN instrument”, n.d.). For each question there is a five-point scale which ranges from ‘1 – no’ to ‘5 – yes’. The questions are organized in three sections, of which include, details on treatment choices, reliability of the publication, and the overall quality rating of the website. If needed, there are instructions and criteria on how to answer each question, along with examples in order to facilitate understanding and use of the tool.
Application of Evaluation Criteria and Interpretation of Results
Section One
#1 – Are the aims clear? A publication should commence with an overview indicating what it is about, what it covers and who it is meant for (“DISCERN instrument”, n.d.). Diabetes Canada has an ‘about’ section which includes the mission statement, its history, funding, public policy and position statement, diabetes policies in Canada, information on their leaders, donors, and career options. A good mission is inspiring and memorable, but also lived and practiced by those working in the organization (Somaya, 2016). The information places importance on the consumers, social values, and important needs or problems instead of focusing on products. Score 5/5.
#2 – Does it achieve its aims? The website should provide the information it aimed to as outlined (“DISCERN instrument”, n.d.). Each section in the ‘about’ section provides a thorough explanation of its aims. Topics include types of diabetes, prediabetes, risk factors, signs and symptoms, treatments and medications, and diabetes dictionary. It is important that the information achieves its aims so that consumers can make informed decisions about their treatment. Score 5/5.
#3 – Is it relevant? The information about a treatment choice or choices must be relevant 
to consumers lifestyle and circumstances, and should not make unrealistic recommendations or contain inappropriate assumptions or language (“DISCERN instrument”, n.d.). The website offers multiple ways in which consumers can manage their diabetes. Strategies proposed include education about diabetes, physical activity, nutrition, weight management, medication, stress management, and blood pressure control. There are typically two to thirteen articles available under each of the aforementioned strategies that go into further detail about each strategy. The information is comprehensive and considers consumers lifestyle and circumstances. For example, in the ‘eating away from home’ article, it is acknowledged that for many people, eating foods prepared away from home is a way of life (“Eating away from home”, n.d.). The article provides consumers with detailed tips such as dealing with ‘common challenges faced when eating away from home and possible solutions’, in order for consumers to make the healthiest decision (“Eating away from home”, n.d.). Score 5/5. 
#4 – Is it clear what sources of information were used to compile the publication? The origin of the evidence for the information about treatment choices should be clear. Sources of evidence include research articles and the opinions of experts such as clinicians and representatives from self-help organisations (“DISCERN instrument”, n.d.). The information on the website is not referenced, and there are no links to the articles, thus consumers are not able to locate the origin of the information. This makes it difficult for consumers to verify the accuracy of information and whether or not it is from a credible person and/or source. Score 1/5 
#5 – Is it clear when the information used or reported in the publication was produced? The date of the information about treatment choices should be explicit (“DISCERN instrument”, n.d.). This would include an indication of the age of the information as it may lead consumers to question if the information is current and if they should seek further information about the most recent developments (“DISCERN instrument”, n.d.). As mentioned previously, there are no references as to where the information originates. There are also no links to redirect consumers to published articles or experts on other websites. Score 1/5.
#6 – Is it balanced and unbiased? The information should be fair, impartial, and presented in a way that enables consumers to choose what is best for them (“DISCERN instrument”, n.d.). The information found on the website is unbiased and includes multiple ways in which consumers can manage their diabetes, other than pharmaceutical management. Nonetheless, it is still unclear from where the information originates. Score 3/5.
#7 – Does it provide details of additional sources of support and information? Details of other sources of support, such as reading material and information about treatment choices should be provided in order for consumers to be able to access further information easily (“DISCERN instrument”, n.d.). There are no links that redirect consumers to published articles or experts on other websites. The links on the website redirect consumers to articles within the website, which are created by Diabetes Canada. Different organizations or experts may have different opinions and studies on treatment and management of diabetes, which can help consumers make informed decisions. Moreover, access to different sources of credible information can help consumers contrast and compare treatment options and choose whichever is best suited to their needs. Score 1/5.
#8 – Does it refer to areas of uncertainty? The information should emphasize that the 

choice of the most suitable treatment may not be suitable for all consumers (“DISCERN instrument”, n.d.). The information does not highlight which choices of treatment are most suitable for different consumers, although alternative ways of managing diabetes, such as physical activity, nutrition, stress management, and blood pressure control are presented (“Thinking of starting insulin”, n.d.). The information does not specify whether or not consumers should try alternative methods before considering pharmacological treatment, although it is mentioned that there is no ‘one size fits all’ plan (“Thinking of starting insulin”, n.d.). Again, it is important for consumers to contrast and compare different treatment options and choose whichever is best suited to their needs. Score 4/5.
Section Two
#9 – Does it describe how each treatment works? The information should include how 
a treatment acts on the body and in what way it affects the condition or its symptoms (“DISCERN instrument”, n.d.). There are clear explanations of the physiological changes that take place in people with diabetes, what is insulin, the types if insulin available, and how insulin is administered (“Thinking of starting insulin”, n.d.). There is no information on other available treatments, such as oral medication for example. Again, the consumer cannot make an informed decision about different treatments because there is no information available. Score 3/5.
#10 – Does it describe the benefits of each treatment? The benefits and advantages of 
each treatment should be explained (“DISCERN instrument”, n.d.). The only explained benefit of insulin mentioned is that it can help manage blood sugar levels, which consequently prevent complications related to diabetes (“Thinking of starting insulin”, n.d.). On the other hand, non-pharmacological management of diabetes, such as changing nutritional habits, is thoroughly explained. Topics on physical activity, weight and stress management, and blood pressure control are not as comprehensive (“Treatments and medications”, n.d.). Rating 3/5.
# 11 – Does it describe the risks of each treatment? Most treatments involve some risks or disadvantages; therefore, it is important for consumers to be aware of the risks in order for them to know what to expect from a treatment (“DISCERN instrument”, n.d.). The disadvantages or risks of taking insulin, such as hypoglycemia, are not mentioned (“Thinking of starting insulin”, n.d.). On the other hand, the information about the non-pharmacological diabetes management strategies aforementioned, are not complete. For example, there is no information about taking blood sugar before, during and after exercising, or bringing a snack in case of hypoglycemia during exercise. Rating 1/5.
#12 – Does it describe what would happen if no treatment is used? Information 
should include a description of what would happen if the condition is left untreated or if treatment is refused (“DISCERN instrument”, n.d.). There is much information regarding the risks of no treatment options. Risks include, but are not limited to anxiety, eye damage, kidney disease, heart disease and stroke, and nerve damage (“Complications”, n.d.) There are no benefits mentioned. Rating 5/5.
#13 – Does it describe how the treatment choices affect overall quality of life? The 
information should include a clear reference to overall quality of life in relation to treatment choices mentioned (“DISCERN instrument”, n.d.). There is information on how physical activity can have short- and long-term benefits on health, and that insulin may help manage diabetes and prevent complications (“Treatments and medications”, n.d.). There is no information on how treatment choices affect overall quality of life, therefore the information is incomplete. Rating 2/5.
#14 – Is it clear that there may be more than one possible treatment choice? The 
information should clearly indicate that there is a choice about treatment and that the treatment choices described may be suited to some people more than others (“DISCERN instrument”, n.d.). The information indicates that there is more than one possible treatment choice, although the information specifically related to medicine is unclear and incomplete. Insulin is the only pharmaceutical treatment mentioned (“Getting started with insulin”, n.d.). Rating 1.
#15 – Does it provide support for shared decision-making? The information about treatment choices should enable consumers to prepare for a consultation with a health professional or to talk through issues that might affect their family, friends or carers regarding treatment choices (“DISCERN instrument”, n.d.). The website provides very good support for shared decision-making. Consumers are invited to consult a physician and health care team with their family and are encouraged to attend educational events, food skills for families workshops, diabetes webinars, join support groups, and much more (“Programs and support services”, n.d.). Rating 5/5.
Section Three
Overall score: High – The website rated four or above on the majority of questions which indicates the website is of ‘good’ quality and is a useful and appropriate source of information about treatment choices (“DISCERN instrument”, n.d.).
Barriers
There were some barriers to using the DISCERN tool. First, time was a significant barrier to using the DISCERN tool. The tool contains 16 questions which each have a five-point scale and specific criterion for each score given to each question. Moreover, the information on the website is scattered across a variety of topics, making it difficult to navigate through the entire website and very time consuming. In my opinion, this can discourage consumers from using the tool. Second, the DISCERN tool focuses only on treatment, therefore consumers cannot use it to evaluate health information that is not related to treatment. Another tool would be needed to evaluate other topics regarding health. Third, readability and literacy levels are not considered in the DISCERN tool. Many consumers have low health literacy skills, and have difficulty reading and writing (Wittink & Oosterhaven, 2018). Thus, not taking this into account can impede consumer access and understanding of health information online, and also prevent them from understanding and using the DISCERN tool appropriately.
From my health professional perspective, the health information found on www.diabetes.ca is satisfactory. It is simple and easy to understand, there are many topics to explore, and many questions regarding diabetes and all it entails are addressed although there were also several issues with the information contained in the website. First, there are no references or information on the origin of the information presented, nor dates of publication, which is concerning. Not having additional information from other sources can restrict consumers from comparing treatment options, and subsequently from making informed decisions. Second, the information is too general and incomplete. For example, insulin is the only pharmaceutical treatment mentioned, and associated risks with taking insulin are not mentioned. Furthermore, information on diabetes management strategies such as physical activity, stress management, blood pressure control and nutrition is general and incomplete. For example, there is no mention on what could occur if consumers who are taking insulin or other hypoglycemic medication decide to change their nutrition or level of physical activity.
Conclusion
Patients and health consumers want to know more about their health, illness, and the risks, benefits, and uncertainty associated with available treatment options (Charnock et al., 1999). Obtaining health information has been facilitated through the use of the internet, although much of the information found online is unregulated (Kaicker, et al., 2010). The risk of obtaining inaccurate health information can be reduced through the use of critical appraisal tools such as the DISCERN tool, which has been recognized as highly reliable and accurate (Charnock, et al.,1999). After careful analysis, it was concluded that www.diabetes.ca is a website of ‘good’ quality and is a useful and appropriate source of information about treatment choices (“DISCERN instrument”, n.d.). Several issues regarding access and use of the information found on the website were identified, although all in all, it is a good website for consumers who wish to obtain basic information on diabetes. If consumers wish to know more about the illness and available treatment options, they are invited to consult peer-reviewed scholarly articles, or meet with a physician or diabetes nurse educator. In terms of using the DISCERN tool for health website evaluation, several barriers to using the tool have been identified. A simpler tool that is reliable, accurate, focuses on all aspects of health, and takes consumer readability and literacy levels into consideration, should preferably be used to evaluate health information online.
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	Criteria
	Max. mark
	Your mark
	Grade
	Not Yet Competent
	Competent

	Proficient

	Exemplary


	
	
	
	
	54% to 65%
	66% to 73%
	74% to 89%
	90% to 100%

	Rationale for selection of website to review
	6
	5.5
	Exemplary
 (-)
	Rationale is neither clear nor concise. Very hard to follow.
	Rationale is either unclear on rambling.
	Rationale is generally clear and concise.
	Rationale is clear and concise.   

	Rationale for selection of evaluation criteria
	6
	5.5
	Exemplary
 (++)
	Rationale is neither clear nor concise.  

Very hard to follow.
	Rationale is either unclear on rambling.
	Rationale is generally clear and concise.
	Rationale is clear and concise.

	Quality of evaluation criteria
	6
	5.5
	Exemplary
 (-)
	Not appropriate for this type of website.
	May be appropriate, although validity or reliability not established.
	Excellent, but not generally used for health websites.
	Excellent; widely accepted for health websites; valid and reliable.

	Application of evaluation criteria
	6
	5.4
	Exemplary
 (--)
	No criteria used.
	Criteria not always used appropriately.
	Criteria generally used appropriately.
	Effective application of criteria.

	Interpretation of results
	6
	5.4
	Exemplary
 (--)
	Both your description and interpretation of the results are unclear or incorrect.
	Portions of your description or your interpretation of the results are unclear.
	Your description of the results is clear, but your interpretation needs strengthening.   
	Interpretation of evaluation is accurate, clear and concise.

	Presentation of evaluation
	6
	5.19
	Proficient
 (+)
	Poorly written with grammar and spelling errors throughout.
	Some writing issues (comprehension) and a number of grammar or spelling errors.
	Mostly well written with some grammar or spelling errors.
	Well written with minimal grammar or spelling errors.  

	Penalties or bonuses -10 +10
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Totals
	36
	32.5
	
	
	
	
	

	Percentages
	100%
	90.3%
	
	
	
	
	

	Mark for this assignment
	20
	18.1
	
	
	
	
	

	Grade for this assignment
	
	
	Exemplary
(-)
	
	
	
	


