
How clinicians use
online medical
reference information
Medicine today is more dynamic than ever. Scienti�c,
technological, and medical advancements are accelerating.
Meanwhile, consider that by 2030, the number of Americans
with chronic conditions is projected to be:

This means patients will increasingly
need to be treated for multiple complex
diseases by multiple caregivers. 

An analysis of a recent survey performed
by Elsevier sheds light on six key reasons
clinicians seek out medical information online:

Within this context, every member of
the care team— now more than ever—
needs access to information that 
supports them in answering increasingly
complex medical questions, researching
conditions, evaluating treatment plans,
and recommending therapies. And they
need answers they can trust. 

Satisfaction with electronic health record (EHR)
clinical decision tools is low, ranging from

for three of the most
popular EHRs.2

However, not every search is created equal—
nor are the clinical decision tools designed 
to help guide the process.
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Predictably, with so much medical information available
from multiple sources—Wikipedia, YouTube, Google, 
PubMed and other reference databases—it can be
di�cult to know what’s the most accurate and current. 

To understand how clinicians use online medical information
in the United States, Elsevier researchers analyzed survey results
from 138 specialist clinicians and residents. 

Methodology and sample

The value of medical reference information generally lies in
�nding a quick answer and con�rming a treatment plan,
followed closely by learning and keeping abreast of the latest
medical knowledge. 

What is the value of each use case?

Clinicians need access to information that �ts in with
their work�ow. For example, the value of �nding a quick
answer is extremely high throughout the week, while
teaching and research development are more monthly
activities.

How o�en is online medical information used per
use case and what is the value per session?

Whether looking for guidelines, new
research, or con�rming a plan, the ability to switch
seamlessly between the use cases and gather 
evidence-based information is essential.

       Diagnostic errors, de�ned as inaccurate or 
       delayed diagnoses, are the leading type of
       medical malpractice claims resulting in 
       payout. They are nearly twice as likely to
       result in death as other types of claims.3

 Diagnostic errors contribute to nearly 
       10 percent of patient deaths and are
       responsible for between 5 percent
       and 17 percent of hospital adverse events.4 

 Many sources of online medical information
       are simply unreliable. For instance, 75 percent
       of the 150 most-viewed YouTube videos about
       prostate cancer reviewed included either 
       factual errors or biased content in the video
       itself or the comments section.5  

Another study found many errors in Wikipedia entries for
common health conditions. Scientists reviewed Wikipedia
entries for coronary disease, lung cancer, hypertension,
back pain, and six other medical conditions— and
discovered that: 

 

• Teams will be able to �nd fast and trustworthy
   answers from a broad range of summary and in-depth
   clinical content.

• Providers from a variety of medical specialties—including
   nursing and pharmacy—will have access to targeted
   answers to even the most challenging questions.

• Providers can dive deeper into the latest evidence and
   research, so they can keep up with—and apply—evolving
   best practices.

• Standardized information across the entire care team
   promotes consistency of care.

The dangers of unvetted clinical
information are vast

ClinicalKey enables clinicians to quickly �nd, synthesize, and
apply evidence-based medical knowledge in their daily practice.
Including full-text reference books and journals, point-of-care
monographs, drug information, videos, practice guidelines,
customized patient education handouts, clinical calculators,
and more.
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percent of entries included
assertions that were contradicted
by peer-reviewed journals.6

One randomized trial found that up to 
percent of questions that arise during
clinical encounters go unanswered because of inadequate time.7

Where do clinicians start their search?

More o�en than not, clinicians are using online medical
information to stay current on guidelines, drug information,
and current research �ndings. If the searches start with
non-evidence-based tools, (e.g., Google, Wikipedia),
the accuracy and reliability of the information may
be questionable.

Within each use case, what do clinicians seek?
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