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Independent of their office visits, patients and their 

families often query internet sources for additional 

information about their disease processes.  When 

patients and their families search the internet for 

information regarding palliative care, hospice, end of life 

care, and cancer symptom management, the majority of 

websites encountered are average to poor quality. 

Patient and their families need to be educated by 

clinicians so that better quality information is obtained. 

Overall, reference and government sites have higher 

quality information than other sites; patients and families 

should be encouraged to utilize these. Ask and Google 

result in significantly higher quality websites and should 

be recommended as search engines. There is a trend 

towards better information when using "end of life care" 

as the search term.

Objective

To determine the quality of websites and search engines 

that gynecologic oncology patients and their families 

encounter during a web search about palliative care, 

hospice, end of life care, and symptom management.

DISCERN

DISCERN is an evaluation tool used to assess the quality 

of information regarding treatment choices for a health 

problem.  It is designed to help the user rate the quality of 

a publication’s content. It is a validated instrument that 

consists of 16 questions rated on a 5-point scale.  We 

modified it to use a 1-3-5 point scale.

142 total websites were identified; 64 (45%) were paid 

advertisements.  While we did not rate these websites by 

DISCERN scores, we found that Yahoo had the most 

paid advertisements (37), followed by Google (29), Bing 

(22), and Ask (13).

Methods

Four search engines (Google, Yahoo, Bing, Ask) were 

queried for search terms: "palliative care,” "hospice,” "end 

of life care,” and "cancer symptom management.” The 

websites listed on the first page of each search engine 

were used for analysis. The rank of each website on the 

first page was recorded.  Websites were characterized as 

non-profit, government, university-related, commercial, or 

reference. Paid advertisements were not evaluated. 

Websites were evaluated using DISCERN.
The overall mean DISCERN score was 50.5 ± 20.4 

(median = 54, range 16-80).

There was a trend toward significance in DISCERN score 

across the search terms, with end of life care having the 

highest overall mean DISCERN score (p=0.056).

There was a significant difference in DISCERN scores 

based on type of website (p <0.001).

There was a significantly higher DISCERN score with the 

search engines Ask.com (p<0.001) and Google (p=0.02) 

when compared to Yahoo and Bing.  There was no 

correlation between the rank of each website on the first 

page of the search engine and DISCERN score. 

Seventy-eight unique websites were identified based on 

the queried search terms. Six websites were not 

accessible, leaving 72 websites available for evaluation 

with DISCERN scores. 

Based on DISCERN scores, less than 30% (20 of 72) of 

websites were of excellent quality.
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The DISCERN Instrument

1. Are the aims clear?

2. Does it achieve its aims?

3. Is it relevant?

4. Is it clear what sources of information were used to 

compile the publication?

5. Is it clear when the information used or reported in the 

publication was produced?

6.   Is it balanced and unbiased?

7. Does it provide details of additional sources of 

support and information?

8.   Does it refer to areas of uncertainty?

9.   Does it describe how each treatment works?

10. Does it describe the benefits of each treatment?

11. Does it describe the risk of each treatment?

12. Does it describe what would happen if no treatment is

used?

13. Does it describe how the treatment choices affect

overall quality of life?

14. Is it clear that there may be more than one possible

treatment choice?

15. Does it provide for shared decision making?

16. Rate the overall quality of the publication.

Non-profit websites were characterized by a group, 

organization, association, or foundation.  Government 

sites included .gov and .who addresses.  University-

related required .edu or a citation from the university on 

the webpage.  Commercial websites were product/sales 

oriented and newspaper articles.  Reference included 

wikipedia, definitions, WebMD, and similar sites.


