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Introduction to Health Reference: 
Ethics & Best Practices
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The University of Alabama at Birmingham



WHAT YOU’LL  LEARN
What is a health reference interview

How the library can protect patrons’ health privacy and 
confidentiality using ethical guidelines from library associations

Effective communication strategies to identify the health information 
needs of patrons

Simple methods for evaluating online health information that can be 
easily explained to patrons



Health Reference Questions



What is a Reference Interview?

• A conversation between a librarian and a patron, in which the librarian 
can determine the type & quality of information a patron needs & how it 
will be used.



Think, Pair & Share

Why is it important to conduct a good reference interview with a patron?



Codes of Ethics

• American Library Association (ALA) 
Library Bill of Rights

• Medical Library Association (MLA) 
Code of Ethics

• American Library Association (ALA) 
Code of Ethics

• Local guidance
• State
• Organization 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
American Library Association. (January 29, 2019). Library Bill of Rights. https://www.ala.org/advocacy/intfreedom/librarybillAmerican Library Association. (June 29, 2021). Professional Ethics. https://www.ala.org/tools/ethics

https://www.ala.org/advocacy/intfreedom/librarybill
https://www.ala.org/advocacy/intfreedom/librarybill
https://www.mlanet.org/page/code-of-ethics
https://www.mlanet.org/page/code-of-ethics
https://www.ala.org/tools/ethics
https://www.ala.org/tools/ethics


Continuing Education

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Learn about the Consumer Health Information Specialization (CHIS), a program from the Medical Library Association recognizing your skills in finding and communicating health information to consumers. https://www.nnlm.gov/guides/consumer-health-information-specialization

https://www.nnlm.gov/guides/consumer-health-information-specialization
https://www.nnlm.gov/guides/consumer-health-information-specialization


Privacy & Confidentiality

Confidentiality exists when a library 
is in possession of personally 
identifiable information about users 
& keeps that information private on 
their behalf.

Privacy is the right to open inquiry 
without having the subject of one’s 
interest examined or scrutinized by 
others. 

This Photo by Unknown 
Author is licensed under 
CC BY-SA

(American Library Association, 2019)

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
American Library Association. (January 29, 2019). Privacy and Confidentiality Q&A. https://www.ala.org/advocacy/intfreedom/privacyconfidentialityqa 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Black_Lock.png
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/


Think, Pair & Share

What are ways you can protect patron privacy & confidentiality in the 
library?



Approachability

COMPONENTS OF A HEALTH 
REFERENCE INTERVIEW

Interest Listening Searching Follow-Up

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Approachability-be smiling and friendly, think of a time when you entered a space and felt truly welcome. Try to replicate that for your patronsInterest- give physcial cues that you are interested in what the patron is saying and verbal cues by asking intelligent questionsListening- Sometimes this is all a patron really wants. I'm not sure about all of you but in my experience sometimes patrons walk away with nothing but having told me their experience.Searching- If they do want information however, it's important to know what your options are. What websites or other tools could you offer them that will best answer their question? Are those tools reliable?Follow-Up- Be sure to ask the patron if there's anything else you can do for them or if they have any other questions. Sometimes they may feel shy, especially about this topic, and need a little encouragement to ask their questions. 



Do your best to understand that 
body language is not universal  and 
varies across  cultures & customs

APPROACHABIL ITY
Smile & greet patrons as 
they approach

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Provide examples of approachability



ACTIVITY

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
How would approach this patron? What considerations would you make about her question? Is there anything you can glean from her body language?



Sometimes patrons want someone 
to l isten to their stories

INTEREST
Patrons may be unaware of 
their emotional  state

Use active l istening ski l ls

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Tips:Nod headAsk questionsListenBe patientBe non-judgementalBe empathetic



Ask patron for preferred format. 

L ISTENING
Get as much information as 
possible

Don’t  assume the patron has the 
i l lness

Be aware that patrons may be unfamil iar 
with medical  terms

Repeat the question back to patrons to 
be sure you understand what they’re 
asking

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Ask open-ended, neutral questionsAsk what the patron already knows about the condition.Ask what the patron would like to know. Patrons may be ashamed if they are unable to read.Offer to read materials. Offer to print materials. Consider that the patron may be completing a homework assignment. Determine the age & sex of the person with the illness. Verify the name of the condition with proper spelling



Provide complete,  impart ial ,  
unbiased information

SEARCHING

Do not censor health information

Use reputable sources only

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Evaluate sites for credibility



Ask patron for preferred format 

FOLLOW UP
Ask if  they’d l ike more information

Welcome patrons to ask more questions 
now or later  after they have f inished 
reading the information

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Ask open-ended, neutral questionsAsk what the patron already knows about the condition.Ask what the patron would like to know. Patrons may be ashamed if they are unable to read.Offer to read materials. Offer to print materials. Consider that the patron may be completing a homework assignment. Determine the age & sex of the person with the illness. Verify the name of the condition with proper spelling



ACTIVITY

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
How would you express interest in this situation? What are some things to consider when answering her question?



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
If additional activity needed: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VviDmb8XeZQExample 1 start at: 46:45Example 2 start at: 53:00



Evaluating 
Online Health 
Information
A significant number of U.S. 
adults use the internet to search 
for health & medical 
information. 
(Wang & Cohen, 2023)

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
A significant number of U.S. adults use the internet to search for health and medical information. Wang X, Cohen RA. Health information technology use among adults: United States, July–December 2022. NCHS Data Brief, no 482. Hyattsville, MD: National Center for Health Statistics. 2023. DOI: https://dx.doi.org/10.15620/cdc:133700.



Evaluating Online Health Information

• Health information quality varies widely across websites & web applications
• Low-quality information conveys incomplete, inaccurate, or outdated 

knowledge, which may lead users to form erroneous health beliefs & cause 
negative, or even detrimental, health outcomes. 

(Zhang et al., 2015)

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Zhang Y, Sun Y, Xie B. Quality of health information for consumers on the web: a systematic review of indicators, criteria, tools, and evaluation results. J Assn Inf Sci Tec. 2015 Apr 29;66(10):2071–84. doi: 10.1002/asi.23311  



Evaluating Online Health Information

https://trustortrash.org/


Evaluating Online Health Information Activity

https://www.healthychildren.org/English/Pages/default.aspx This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC 
BY-NC

https://www.healthychildren.org/English/Pages/default.aspx
https://pngimg.com/download/11641
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
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Questions?

Megan Bell, MLIS, AHIP
Medical Librarian
mmbell@uab.edu  

205-934-2231

Damiana Fortenberry, MLIS
Medical Librarian

fortenbd@uab.edu
205-934-2231

mailto:mmbell@uab.edu
mailto:fortenbd@uab.edu


Event Evaluation

https://uab.co1.qualtrics.co
m/jfe/form/SV_5nz9mkb8zc6
o61w 
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Additional Resources

https://uab.box.com/s/ehuliyx98xjtiwy631sb0fdl9397d3i2


QR Code for these slides

THANK YOU!
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