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In order to make good health deci-
sions for themselves and their fam-
ily members, employees need access 
to in-depth and wide-ranging health 
and wellness information they can 
trust. This requires curating science-
based content from an editorial board 
made up of physicians and university 
researchers on the leading edge of 
health care. When employees don’t 
have access to robust, high quality, 
web-based health and wellness con-
tent as part of their overall benefits, 
they are left to search outside the 
company “safety zone” and go to the 
Internet to find answers.

CYBERCHONDRIA: 
JUST A CLICK AWAY
The Internet is a magnificent tool, a 
vast, open, multinational, and multilin-
gual electronic library that’s available 
for people to explore who are seeking 
health information. It’s also an endless 
mine of medical information where peo-
ple can happen to stumble upon gold, or 
more often be directed to misleading, 
and even dangerous health advice. In 
fact, there’s a digital-age term for one 
of these pitfalls: cyberchondria (hypo-
chondria in cyberspace). Cyberchondria 
is defined as searching the Internet for a 
diagnosis of your symptoms—and con-
firming your own worst fears.

SCENARIO OF EMPLOYEE 
ACCESSING INTERNET 
TO SELF-DIAGNOSE
This scenario demonstrates how a ficti-
tious employee, Sam Marks, becomes 
a cyberchondriac after researching 
symp toms on the Internet.

Sam is not sleeping well and his head 
hurts. Pain relievers don’t help. Sam’s 
employer does not provide an inte-
grated web-based health and wellness 
library as a benefit, so Sam opens his 
favorite search engine and begins click-
ing around. Half an hour later Sam is hot 
on the trail, and the news is ominous. 
It could be a brain tumor. Sam visits a 
site where people diagnosed with brain 
tumors talk about their prediagnosis 
symptoms—these match his own. Af-
ter two or three days of nonstop worry, 
Sam sees his primary care doctor. He 
happens to mention in the course of 
the discussion that in hopes of curing 
his insomnia, he gave up coffee. Caf-
feine withdrawal, of course, is one logi-
cal explanation for his headaches and 
his anxiety is certainly not helping his 
insomnia. The odds of persistent head-
aches being caused by a brain tumor 
are about 1 in 10,000—a fact that Sam 
might never have unearthed on the In-
ternet. This is because more Internet 
content is indexed to serious disorders 
than to simpler explanations of symp-

toms. The abundant content on rare 
diseases leads many people astray. 
It’s much easier to find bad news than 
good news on the Internet.

If Sam’s employer provided a sci-
ence-based health and wellness library 
as an employee benefit, Sam would 
have been able to safely search for 
information about ‘Sleep Problems’ 
and learn about the variety of possibili-
ties that could be impacting his sleep. 
With an extensive health and wellness 
library, Sam could learn about healthy 
behaviors to improve his sleep, and 
health conditions that might be impact-
ing his sleep. Instead of being anxious 
about his condition as in the Internet 
scenario, he would be empowered 
to sort through the options and elimi-
nate possibilities. He can attempt to 
improve his sleep on his own or seek 
medical attention from the appropriate 
provider. This not only would improve 
his well-being and productivity at work 
but would also be more cost-effective 
for Sam and his employer as he seeks 
targeted medical care when needed.

THE INTERNET CAN BE A 
 DANGEROUS PLACE
FOR HEALTH SEEKERS
Studies show that: 
•  8 in 10 American adults look for med-

ical information on the Internet. 
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Employees use web-based tools to on-board, 
select benefits, search for healthcare provid-
ers, access EAPs, log vacation time, and utilize 

most employer benefits. Accessing health and well-
ness content is no different. But even if employers 
provide integrated, web-based health and wellness 
content, there is still the question of quality. 
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•  The great majority of searchers do 
not know how to evaluate the quality 
and validity of the source. 

•  People with no medical training ex-
posed to complex medical terminol-
ogy may be harmed by self-diagnosis 
and self-treatment. 

•  Misinformation can affect whether 
people decide to see a doctor, and 
which one they see, as well as ev-
erything else they do to protect their 
health. People wrongly convinced 
they have a serious disorder may 
turn to quackery, most of which is 
richly promoted on the Internet, of-
ten on the same page with the scary 
information. 
Health quackery on the Internet can 

be misleading in any number of the fol-
lowing ways:
•  Words such as "miraculous," "instant," 

"secret," or "amazing"
•  Vague claims such as "purifies your 

body," "raises your energy level," or 
"boosts immune system"

•  Testimonials and anecdotes that are the 
sole or primary support for the claims

•  Advertisements that try to diagnose 
health problems: for example, an ad 
that leads you to believe you have vita-
min deficiencies, and then offers to sell 
you a cure

•  Diet plans "guaranteed" to take off 
a pound a day—a diet that rigorous 
would be dangerous

•  Health-related products sold via net-
work marketing, which turns custom-
ers into salespeople

•  Claims about curing arthritis, cancer or AIDS
•  Claims that a product will cure a wide 

variety of illnesses—cure-alls seldom 
cure anything

WHAT TO LOOK FOR IN A WEB-
BASED HEALTH AND WELLNESS 
CONTENT PROVIDER
Health and wellness content must 
be science-based, current, expertly 
vetted, and provided at an appropri-
ate reading level, with medical terms 
clearly explained. Content needs to be 
tagged so people can easily access in-
formation based on their needs. Finally, 
the content must be broad and deep, 
thoroughly covering a wide range of 
health conditions so people can gain a 
full understanding of their health con-
dition or a health practice they aim to 
adopt to improve their well-being. 

Providers of credible health 

and wellness content use reliable 
sources in the development of their 
content drawing from science-based 
health information provided by the 
government, universities and non-
profits. Good sources for cancer 
information are the National Cancer 
Institute and reputable research 
centers such as M. D. Anderson. 
Leading schools of public health, such 
as the UC Berkeley School of Public 
Health, provide in-depth information on 
a broad range of health conditions and 
wellness practices. Good condition-
specific info comes from scientific-
based organizations such as the 
American Heart Association and the 
American College of Gastroenterology.  

TOPICS TO INCLUDE IN AN EM-
PLOYER PROVIDED WEB-BASED 
HEALTH AND WELLNESS LIBRARY 
Healthy Eating: Since 70 percent of 
American adults are overweight or 
obese, information on nutrition, healthy 
food and beverage consumption, and 
recipes that support overall health are 
a must have. Avoid any weight loss or 
diet programs as these are not effec-
tive since diets don’t get at the core of 
focusing on healthy eating. Diets don’t 
work because when an individual is 
done with their “diet”, they revert back 
to their old eating habits. Employees 
need to understand the fundamentals 
of updated nutrition science so that 
they can become informed consumers 
of food at grocery stores, when pur-
chasing snacks, and when eating out. 
When people consume healthy foods 
and beverages in right-sized portions, 
their health improves and they can 
more easily manage their weight.  

Sleep: Because 60 percent of adults 
report sleep problems several nights a 
week, it is essential to have wellness 
information on healthy sleep practices, 
including sleep hygiene and foods, 
beverages and health conditions that 
can disrupt sleep. In 2011 there were 
60 million prescriptions for sleeping 
pills, and a large percentage of people 
currently report taking over-the-

counter sleeping aids—both of which 
have side effects and can lead to 
addiction.

Physical Activity: Because the Amer-
ican lifestyle has become increasingly 
sedentary, 80 percent of Americans 
are not meeting the weekly guidelines 
for physical activity. A web-based well-
ness library needs to include a wide 
variety of information on physical ac-
tivities that employees can easily do 
on their own including ergonomics 
and musculoskeletal health topics to 
reduce and prevent injuries.

 Stress: Americans are experiencing 
chronic stress at unprecedented levels 
due to the demands and stressors 
that are part of daily living. Seventy 
to 90 percent of medical visits are 
associated with stress-related health 
issues. Offering in-depth information 
on how to manage stress and how 
to respond to stress is essential to 
keep employees and their families 
productive, balanced and happy.

Chronic Disease and Health Chang-
es: Almost half of American adults are 
living with a chronic illness and nearly 
one-third are living with multiple chronic 
conditions. Providing employees with an 
extensive library of health condition con-
tent empowers them to tap a vetted and 
safe resource to manage their health 
conditions and refer to it when they are 
experiencing health changes. H
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"…it is essential to have 
wellness information on 
healthy sleep practices 
and health conditions 
that can disrupt sleep."


