
Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=rics20

Information, Communication & Society

ISSN: 1369-118X (Print) 1468-4462 (Online) Journal homepage: https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/rics20

Health on Wikipedia: a qualitative study of the
attitudes, perceptions, and use of Wikipedia as a
source of health information by middle-aged and
older adults

Martijn Huisman, Stijn Joye & Daniël Biltereyst

To cite this article: Martijn Huisman, Stijn Joye & Daniël Biltereyst (2020): Health on Wikipedia:
a qualitative study of the attitudes, perceptions, and use of Wikipedia as a source of health
information by middle-aged and older adults, Information, Communication & Society, DOI:
10.1080/1369118X.2020.1736125

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/1369118X.2020.1736125

Published online: 03 Mar 2020.

Submit your article to this journal 

Article views: 78

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=rics20
https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/rics20
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/1369118X.2020.1736125
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369118X.2020.1736125
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rics20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rics20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/1369118X.2020.1736125
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/1369118X.2020.1736125
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/1369118X.2020.1736125&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2020-03-03
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/1369118X.2020.1736125&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2020-03-03


Health on Wikipedia: a qualitative study of the attitudes,
perceptions, and use of Wikipedia as a source of health
information by middle-aged and older adults
Martijn Huisman, Stijn Joye and Daniël Biltereyst

Department of Communication Sciences, Ghent University, Ghent, Belgium

ABSTRACT
Wikipedia is one of the most popular online sources of information
on a wide range of topics, including health and medical affairs.
While a large body of research examines Wikipedia’s factual
accuracy, few studies look at user perceptions and the actual use
of the online encyclopaedia. Previous work has mostly explored
students’ use of Wikipedia, but little is known about the attitudes
of older generations of Internet users towards the online
encyclopaedia. Based on 40 qualitative face-to-face interviews, this
study explores the attitudes, perceptions, and use of Wikipedia
as a source of health and medical information for middle-aged
and older adults (50–80 years old) in Belgium. The study finds that
six qualities and characteristics make Wikipedia an attractive
source of health- and medical information: convenience, coverage,
topicality, comprehensibility, conciseness, and familiarity.
However, Wikipedia ultimately appears to play a limited role in
the health management and decision-making practices of study
participants as they use the online encyclopaedia primarily to
obtain basic facts and general information. Furthermore, the
doctor remains the most trusted and important source of
information as well as the sole medical authority. Given the fact
that the majority of respondents only possessed rudimentary
knowledge of Wikipedia’s workings, Wikipedia might attempt to
better explain how it operates and how health and medical
entries are created and edited. Novel because of its qualitative
approach and exploration of an understudied target audience, this
study contributes original insights as well as nuances to prior
Wikipedia user-centric studies.
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Introduction

Since its start in 2001, the collaboratively built and edited online encyclopaedia Wikipedia
has become one of the most popular information references, including for health(-related)
and medical information (Shafee et al., 2017). Despite the prominence of Wikipedia as a
globally popular source of information, surprisingly little is known about Internet users’
attitudes towards and perceptions of the online encyclopaedia as well as how and why
they use Wikipedia. While a large body of research examines the factual accuracy and
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completeness of Wikipedia’s information on a variety of topics (Mesgari et al., 2015; Okoli
et al., 2014), including health and medical information (Heilman et al., 2011; Okoli et al.,
2014; Shafee et al., 2017), studies taking a user-centric perspective to Wikipedia have been
more sparse, with the overwhelming majority of these studies examining the perceptions
and use of Wikipedia by students (Blikstad-Balas, 2016; Colón-Aguirre & Fleming-May,
2012; Head & Eisenberg, 2010; Lim, 2009; Macias et al., 2018; Menchen-Trevino & Har-
gittai, 2011; Metzger et al., 2010; Rowley & Johnson, 2013; Selwyn & Gorard, 2016; Yaari
et al., 2011). However, as Flanagin and Metzger (2011) argue, to properly understand
information practices and move the research field forward, it is imperative to go beyond
examinations of Wikipedia’s accuracy and completeness and opt for a user-centric
approach which considers generational differences in perceptions and use of Wikipedia.
As far as we are aware, based on an extensive literature review, studies looking at older
generations of Internet and Wikipedia users are few and far between. In fact, to the
best of our knowledge, the present qualitative explorative study is the first Wikipedia
user-centric inquiry which focuses on middle-aged and older adults over the age of 50
in the context of health. This contribution fills a gap in the body of literature and empirical
work by investigating the attitudes towards, perceptions, and use of Wikipedia as a source
of health and medical information by middle-aged and older adults between 50 and 80
years old in Flanders, the Dutch-speaking region of Belgium.

Literature review

Wikipedia: the free online encyclopaedia

In January 2001, an information revolution began with the creation of Wikipedia (https://
www.wikipedia.org), a web-based, multilingual, free encyclopaedia consisting of user-gen-
erated content. Challenging conventional bastions of knowledge such as the Encyclopedia
Britannica, Wikipedia bypassed traditional authorities and gatekeepers involved in the
construction and dissemination of knowledge to become the world’s most consulted ency-
clopaedia (Fallis, 2008; Jemielniak, 2014; Leitch, 2014; Shafee et al., 2017). Indeed, as Mess-
ner and DiStaso (2013, p. 482) note, there has been a ‘fundamental shift in how knowledge
is generated, selected, and presented in today’s society. Social media like Wikipedia have a
significant impact on how much information is created, made available, and presented’.
Wikipedia allows Internet users to both consume and produce information, that is, to
find information on Wikipedia and also to add, edit, and remove content as contributors,
so that traditional concepts of authorship do not or hardly apply given the way that infor-
mation is created and edited by anonymous contributors and stems from diverse sources
(Flanagin & Metzger, 2011; Klawitter & Hargittai, 2018; Rowley & Johnson, 2013; Yaari
et al., 2011). The open character of Wikipedia as well as concerns about among others
the quality and readability of its contents have led to criticism, controversy, and heated
debates about the nature and credibility of information on Wikipedia (Colón-Aguirre &
Fleming-May, 2012; Flanagin & Metzger, 2011; Heilman et al., 2011; Jemielniak, 2014;
Shafee et al., 2017; Yaari et al., 2011).1

Wikipedia has grown phenomenally since its inception, both in terms of content as well
as in traffic and user engagement. In October 2019, the English-language version of Wiki-
pedia contained nearly six million entries (Wikipedia, 2019b), with the online
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encyclopaedia taking the ninth position in Alexa’s global top website overview, which
ranks websites according to global internet traffic and user engagement over the past
three months (Alexa, 2019). Strikingly, most traffic to Wikipedia is driven by search
engines. In October 2019, 71.5% of all referrals to Wikipedia came from search engines,
far more than any other website in Alexa’s global top 30 of websites (Alexa, 2019).
More specifically, as the globally leading search engine handling the majority of search
queries (Statcounter, 2019), Google has been identified as the primary driver of traffic
to Wikipedia (McMahon et al., 2017). This is hardly surprising as Wikipedia entries
have long appeared in the top search results of search engines (Clauson et al., 2008; Laur-
ent & Vickers, 2009; Lim, 2009; McMahon et al., 2017; Menchen-Trevino & Hargittai,
2011) and Internet users tend to select information sources from the first page of search
results (Heilman et al., 2011; Huisman et al., 2019). In other words, as McMahon et al.
(2017) conclude in their enlightening paper, Google and Wikipedia are interdependent,
mutually contributing to and benefitting from each other. One area in which Google refers
Internet users predominantly to Wikipedia is that of health and medical information, as
Internet users tend to start their search for online health and medical information with a
search query in Google (Heilman et al., 2011; Huisman et al., 2019; Klawitter & Hargittai,
2018; Laurent & Vickers, 2009; Macias et al., 2018).

Wikipedia as a source of health information

Simultaneous to Wikipedia’s general growth in popularity and use, the online encyclopae-
dia has become a dominant and influential reference source for health and medical infor-
mation (Hasty et al., 2014; Heilman et al., 2011; Shafee et al., 2017; Wikipedia, 2019c).
Between January and September 2019, for instance, the top 1000 of health and medical
entries onWikipedia received an average total of 170 million-page views per month (Wiki-
pedia, 2019d). Visitors not only include the general lay public, but also medical students
and healthcare practitioners (Clauson et al., 2008; Heilman et al., 2011; Shafee et al., 2017;
Wikipedia, 2019c). Health and medical information on Wikipedia differ from other types
of information, say a Wikipedia entry on Japanese history, in that we might regard it as a
‘high-stakes topic’ (Menchen-Trevino & Hargittai, 2011) for its potential role in people’s
health management and decision-making practices. Indeed, as Shafee et al. (2017) note,
‘Since the public relies on free online medical information for making health decisions,
the accuracy and coverage of Wikipedia’s medical information have an immediate real-
world impact on public health’ (p. 1122). For this reason, a fairly large body of research
has examined the accuracy, completeness, and scope of health and medical information
on Wikipedia, from entries on drug information (Candelario et al., 2017; Clauson et al.,
2008; Kräenbring et al., 2014) to specific health conditions (Hasty et al., 2014), medical
fields, treatments and surgical procedures (Heilman et al., 2011; Kräenbring et al., 2014;
Shafee et al., 2017). Overall, these assessments found that health and medical entries on
Wikipedia contain few errors and are generally well-referenced, but do contain inconsis-
tencies and incomplete information, lack depth compared to other medical sources, and
can be improved in terms of readability (Candelario et al., 2017; Clauson et al., 2008; Heil-
man et al., 2011; Kräenbring et al., 2014; Shafee et al., 2017). Clauson et al. (2008) and
Heilman et al. (2011) concluded in this context that while Wikipedia forms a useful start-
ing point for health and medical information, it should not be used as a sole source but
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rather in conjunction with other sources such as the physician or vetted medical infor-
mation. The question is, of course, whether Wikipedia users share this perspective.

User perspectives on Wikipedia

As noted in the introduction, the majority of user-centric studies has examined the atti-
tudes towards, perceptions of, and experiences with Wikipedia of students in educational
contexts. In the United States, Lim (2009) found that college students used Wikipedia to
quickly check facts and obtain ‘reasonably good’ background information. Students
appreciated Wikipedia’s convenience, ease of obtaining information, and the usefulness
of the information. Head and Eisenberg (2010) similarly reported that American college
students mainly used Wikipedia to gain background information, often starting their
quest for information on Wikipedia before moving on to other information sources.
While students were aware of Wikipedia’s limitations and issues of information credibility,
this did not outweigh the ‘mixture of coverage, currency, convenience, and comprehensi-
bility’ (n.p.) that Wikipedia offered to students. Metzger et al. (2010) found that the Amer-
ican users in their study, which included 36 participants above the age of 55 on which
unfortunately no specifics were reported, saw Wikipedia as a starting point for getting
basic facts and information and derive key search terms for subsequent search queries. Fla-
nagin and Metzger (2011) found that, compared to younger study participants, older
respondents were generally more sceptic towards Wikipedia. Their concerns were
prompted by the mainstream media reporting on Wikipedia’s credibility issues as well
as the fact that content on Wikipedia could be created and edited by anyone. Menchen-
Trevino and Hargittai (2011) illustrated that many American college students in their
study used Wikipedia, but that few understood Wikipedia’s structures or the editorial pol-
icies and practices in place. Colón-Aguirre and Fleming-May (2012) reported that Amer-
ican students frequently used Google and Wikipedia in combination, with the latter’s
popularity rooted in its friendly and easy-to-use interface. Looking at Norway, a study
by Blikstad-Balas (2016) demonstrated that upper-secondary school students favoured
Wikipedia as it offered them all they needed and were looking for, in an easy, fast, and
flexible way. Selwyn and Gorard (2016) found that the majority of respondents from
two Australian universities used Wikipedia, usually to obtain introductory information
which helped to orientate for a subsequent, more thorough search for information. In
the context of health and medical information, Macias et al. (2018) reported that Amer-
ican college students mostly consulted Wikipedia when they did not have knowledge
about a certain topic and needed basic information and/or a starting point to build on
by consulting more specialised sources.

In sum, the abovementioned studies suggest that Wikipedia’s popularity originates lar-
gely in its convenience (ease of obtaining information), extensive coverage (amount of
entries), as well as the topicality and comprehensibility of the information. This under-
writes the epistemological exercise by Fallis (2008), who argues that Wikipedia has certain
qualities and virtues – namely being powerful (the amount of knowledge that can be
obtained from it), speedy (how fast knowledge can be obtained), and fecund (how
many people can obtain knowledge) – which offset and outweigh concerns about the
credibility and reliability ofWikipedia’s information. Importantly, the body of user-centric
literature discussed above also suggests that many people consult Wikipedia to obtain
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basic facts and information, using the online encyclopaedia as a starting point for their
search for information, rather than as a sole source or end point.

Finally, the studies discussed above suggest that older Internet users might be more
hesitant to use Wikipedia than younger generations as they are more worried about the
open character of the encyclopaedia and the credibility of its information. This corre-
sponds with the literature on the use of online health information among older gener-
ations. Although middle-aged and older adults potentially stand to benefit from OHI,
given that the chances of (chronic) health issues increase around the age of 50 years
(Silver, 2015), using the Internet for health information purposes is negatively associ-
ated with older age (Huisman et al., 2019; Hunsaker & Hargittai, 2018). Besides indi-
vidual factors such as impaired vision and declining cognitive abilities which might
hamper using the Internet (Morrison, 2015), Silver (2015) found that adults aged
over 50 have various concerns about using OHI. These include a self-perceived lack
of skills, literacy, and confidence as Internet users, finding it difficult to assess the credi-
bility of OHI, as well as being anxious about upsetting their relationship with the
doctor (Huisman et al., 2019; Morrison, 2015; Silver, 2015). Compared to younger gen-
erations, older adults are therefore generally less motivated to seek out health infor-
mation and less willing to ask questions and challenge their doctor, instead relying
on the physician as medical authority for health information and decision-making
(Huisman et al., 2019).

Design and method

Sample

Between April and September 2015, 40 qualitative, semi-structured, one-on-one in-depth
interviews were conducted with middle-aged and older adult Internet users (50–80 years
old) as part of an audience research on health communication in relation to aging. Purpo-
sive sampling was employed to ensure a heterogeneous group of participants in terms of
age, gender, and education level. Selection criteria for ethnicity and health status were not
included. Respondents were recruited by means of a paper intake survey, distributed in
local service centres and by OKRA, a Flemish association for older people. The study
sample consisted of 18 men and 22 women, with the youngest and oldest respondent
respectively 51 and 80 years old, with an average age of 64.9 years. Higher (bachelor/mas-
ter/university degree; HE) and middle-educated (higher secondary; ME) respondents were
slightly overrepresented compared to individuals with lower (no degree, primary and
lower secondary; LE) educational levels (HE: 35%, ME: 37.5%, LE: 27.5%). All interviewees
signed an informed consent which guaranteed confidentiality and in which they agreed to
the interview being recorded.

Data collection

To immerse into and understand respondents’ health information experiences and prac-
tices, a semi-structured interview protocol in the form of a predefined topic list was
drafted. The interview protocol covered various topics, namely: (1) definitions of health,
illness, and health information; (2) channels and sources of health information; (3) the
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use of health information; and (4) Alzheimer’s disease, diabetes, and sleeping disorders as
concrete examples of health information. Importantly, we did not specifically ask partici-
pants about Wikipedia as it was not included on the predefined topic list. Instead, Wiki-
pedia came up spontaneously and repeatedly in the conversations as a source of health
information. The interviews therefore gave us an unexpected glimpse into respondents’
perceptions and use of Wikipedia and, by extension, their understanding of the creation,
curation, and presentation of health and medical information on the popular web-based
encyclopaedia. Because respondents themselves brought the topic of Wikipedia into the
conversation, they spoke frankly about it. It seems likely that the spontaneity of their
remarks and answers contributed to reduced biases, that is, respondents not or to a lesser
extent providing answers based on expectations of what the interviewer wanted to hear.
All in all, the interviews produced extraordinarily rich data in the form of digital record-
ings, interview transcripts, and interviewer notes, all of which formed the building blocks
for the present contribution.

Analysis

Following the fieldwork phase, members of the larger research team read the interview
transcripts multiple times. One team member carried out a first data analysis by broadly
identifying relevant themes, which included respondents’ experiences with and thoughts
about Wikipedia. The interview transcripts were later imported into NVivo 12 for data
management and analysis purposes. All transcripts were scanned and searched for men-
tions of Wikipedia. Relevant parts pertaining to Wikipedia were identified, isolated, and
finally gathered together to be coded and analysed. The first author employed thematic
analysis (Boyatzis, 1998) to structure respondent statements into broad themes around
attitudes, perceptions, and use of Wikipedia. A second round of coding grouped and con-
solidated the observations and descriptions in order to reduce and focus the data. In the
final step, the data were arranged into a clear and logical order for the present work. The
following section presents the results of our qualitative data analysis. The section is split up
in five themes, namely: (a) Health and the encyclopaedia, (b) Attitudes towards and per-
ceptions of Wikipedia, (c) Navigating to Wikipedia, (d), Using Wikipedia as a source of
health and medical information, and (e) Trusting Wikipedia. All respondent quotes
have been extracted from the interview transcripts, anonymized, and translated from
Dutch into English by the authors.

Results

Health and the encyclopaedia

While encyclopaedias have transitioned to the digital realm, quite a lot of respondents
related how they (previously) possessed a medical encyclopaedia in printed form. Some
still consulted their medical encyclopaedia from time to time and appeared to be proud
of owning one.

I have a medical encyclopaedia. Sometimes I open it when I want to know… . When I feel
something or see something. I open the book to see if I can find it. I saved up for it and bought
it a long time ago. It may be outdated, but many things stay the same. (Female, 61, ME)

6 M. HUISMAN ET AL.



Other respondents, however, were of the opinion that print encyclopaedias were some-
thing of the past, in part because of their inability to keep up with new information.
The following respondent viewed print encyclopaedias as outdated, deeming Wikipedia
a suitable and current replacement.

Back in the days, an encyclopaedia consisted of 21 books with the knowledge available at that
time. Knowledge progressed much slower, so you could use those books for many years. The
information flow has sped up and multiplied to the extent that every encyclopaedia is already
outdated after two or three years. So, you need the most updated encyclopaedia if you want to
find basic information on something. (Male, 64, HE)

Another respondent remarked that print encyclopaedias like the Winkler Prins (a gen-
eral Dutch-language encyclopaedia) were not just outdated, but also formed just one
source of information. He explained that Wikipedia, and the Internet by extension,
gave him up-to-date information, with the possibility of consulting and comparing mul-
tiple sources.

I inherited it from my parents, the Winkler Prins, the 26-volume encyclopaedia. But it is only
one source, I mean a collection of sources incorporated into one work. I think the Internet is
more up to date. You can find more there. (Male, 60, HE)

While respondents all grew up in a more analogue society and time in which sources of
health and medical such as encyclopaedias were offline and printed, most study partici-
pants expressed how they had become familiar with and shifted to using digital sources
such as Wikipedia.

Attitudes towards and perceptions of Wikipedia

Most informants were unable to recall the names or URLs of websites they visited to
obtain health information. However, most were aware of Wikipedia and spontaneously
mentioned the online encyclopaedia as one of their sources of health and medical infor-
mation. The majority of respondents were positive about Wikipedia and the information
offered there. They were familiar with the online encyclopaedia, deemed it an obvious
information reference, and were therefore likely to visit it to obtain health and medical
information.

I think I will first look on Wikipedia. That seems the easiest and closest to me. It seems like
the most obvious thing to do. (Male, 63, HE)

Respondent attitudes and perceptions of Wikipedia as a source of health and medical
information roughly fell into two categories. Informants were either critical, with some
outright refusing to use Wikipedia at all, or they appeared quite uncritical, with the inter-
view seemingly being the first time they seriously thought about issues such as information
credibility on Wikipedia. Particularly informants with lower to medium levels of edu-
cation appeared uncritical, accepting Wikipedia at face value and knowing little about
how the online encyclopaedia works. Asked whether she trusted Wikipedia, the following
informant for instance answered positively, although she could not really explain why,
besides wondering why people would put lies on Wikipedia.

I don’t know…Why would they lie? Why would they put something on there that is not
right? So, yes, I believe what is on there more or less. (Female, 61, ME)
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The respondent below also explained that she trustedWikipedia, because she assumed that
it was somehow scientific, although she could not explain what made her think so.

It’s kind of a scientific thing, isn’t it? Yes, Wikipedia is scientifically researched or something?
I think so. (Female, 62, LE)

On the other hand, medium to highly educated respondents appeared to be more criti-
cal towards Wikipedia or even avoid it altogether. Their main arguments revolved
around the fact that any person can write and edit on Wikipedia and thus possibly
insert incorrect or incomplete information, and that Wikipedia is not or barely
checked.

Websites like Wikipedia are I think hardly checked. Everyone just writes on it what they
want, I guess. (Female, 65, ME)

If I need information, I will of course browse the Internet, but I will not use Wikipedia.
I will not go there to get information because I feel unsure about it. You usually hear
that a lot of people can post things on there, but that it is not sufficiently checked.
(Male, 60, HE)

This critical sentiment and lack of trust was also shared by a 66-year old respondent, who
claimed he only used the computer sparingly as he ‘still lived in the previous century’ in
terms of using digital technologies. Comparing Wikipedia to the traditional mass media,
he noted that anyone could put information on Wikipedia, while mass media outlets
would likely get feedback and complaints if they broadcast or published incorrect
information.

Suppose I would search for something about health on Wikipedia, where you can put up
things for free…Of course, it is also checked, and you might get responses, but I have
less confidence in it than what is published in the written press. I find that in the printed
press, if something is wrong in an article, they will receive readers’ letters that they will
have to publish. (Male, 66, HE)

Whether they displayed a more critical or uncritical attitude, few participants seemed to
understand and/or be able to explain how Wikipedia works or how the information on
it comes about. With some hesitation, the following respondent shared his perception
that the quality of Wikipedia entries was not guaranteed, and the information not scien-
tifically based:

No, Wikipedia is not guaranteed to be correct, I believe… I think it is mentioned somewhere
that it is not all scientifically sound and that Wikipedia is created by amateurs, I thought, or
interested people. (Male, 63, HE)

In fact, only one, higher-educated middle-aged respondent was able to go beyond general-
ities and explain in detail the workings ofWikipedia and how its entries are created, edited,
curated, and checked. He talked at length about the checks and controls in place and the
self-regulating character of Wikipedia.

Wikipedia is a self-regulating and checking system, so if you write an article about a certain
subject, it will be read or clicked on, and if there are errors or inaccuracies, there will be some-
one who says so… […] You can’t just change an article on Wikipedia, you must first be able
to more or less prove that you are authorized or sufficiently competent to change something
about someone else’s article. (Male, 64, HE)
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After having discussed their attitudes and perceptions, respondents were asked how, why,
and to what end they used Wikipedia as a source of health and medical information.

Navigating to Wikipedia

The majority of respondents ended up on Wikipedia after having first entered a search
query in the Google search engine. From the search results, respondents would often
pick and click on the link to Wikipedia out of familiarity.

I use Google really a lot, so when you search Wikipedia shows up together with others.
(Female, 62, LE)

I just typed in on Google: chemotherapy. That would be my way to start searching for some-
thing, and then you see what kind of information you get. You can read articles on Wikipedia
about it for example. (Male, 68, HE)

Only a few respondents seemed to have bookmarked Wikipedia, or have it top of mind
when looking for health information online. The few who did would go to the general
Wikipedia homepage and enter a search query there.

Using Wikipedia as a source of health and medical information

Respondents usedWikipedia to lookup various health concerns and issues as well as medi-
cal topics. One female respondent, for instance, had consulted Wikipedia to understand
the difference between osteoarthritis and arthritis and find out more about the flu vaccine.
Another respondent was keen to stay up to date about the congenital heart defect she was
born with. She argued that knowledge about the heart defect and its treatment developed,
but that the mainstreammedia hardly ever reported on it. Besides trusting her cardiologist,
she frequently searched online for new information, using Wikipedia as a point of
reference.

I looked up what mitral valve disease is. What it is, like that. I just used Wikipedia to look for
that information. (Female, 70, HE)

Typically, respondents explained that they used Wikipedia to obtain ‘basic’ or ‘general’
facts and information. That is, they wanted to quickly look up something, get some
basic facts, find a short clarification or explanation, or obtain information to get a first
understanding of a certain health issue or topic.

I will take a quick look on Wikipedia and search for a certain term or word when I am not
quite sure what it means. (Male, 53, HE)

Respondents visited Wikipedia to obtain accessible and understandable health infor-
mation, without too much jargon and difficult words and not too detailed or specialised.
The following respondent explained that he navigated to Wikipedia to find a general out-
line about health and medical issues while avoiding more specialised information
sources.

If I look something up on Wikipedia about an autoimmune disease, the outline will always
be correct. Everything that is more specialised is beyond my understanding anyway.
(Male, 64, HE)
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The respondent went on to explain that, as a lay person, you have to pick sources which
provide understandable rather than highly specialised information. Wikipedia was found
by him and other respondents to perform well in providing basic and understandable
health and medical information.

I know that Wikipedia is not the gospel, but as a non-specialist you have to… In matters of
health, I am not sufficiently qualified to read highly specialized sources, so I limit myself to
the basics. (Male, 64, HE)

Most respondents deemed the information on Wikipedia to be comprehensible and easier
to understand than scientific and more specialised sources of health information.

It’s understandable, I think, more intelligible than the real scientific information…
(Male, 63, HE)

The notion of Wikipedia providing comprehensible basic and general health information
was echoed by the respondent below, who took it one step further. She explained how she
generally did not trust health information on the Internet but did trust Wikipedia as it
offered short and to-the-point explanations on a range of health and medical topics.
She reasoned that because Wikipedia entries are concise and written in a rather general
way, they must be ‘true’.

You have Wikipedia, it is just… rather short explanations. So, that is definitely true.
(Female, 52, ME)

Besides considerations of comprehensibility and conciseness, respondents also indicated
that they made use of Wikipedia as it offered them a convenient, quick, and easy way
of obtaining health and medical information. Some respondents explicitly expressed
that even as Internet users with limited experience and abilities they were able to obtain
information from Wikipedia.

You can just get the information from Wikipedia, even I can do that. (Female, 70, HE)

The following informant illustrated this point, explaining throughout the interview that he
found Wikipedia not only easy to use and quick, but also that it offered him up to date
information on a wide range of health topics.

If I had to say something about diabetes tonight at six, or something like that, then I would
… I don’t have any magazines about it, and encyclopaedias are so out of date that nobody
owns one anymore. So, the only place where you can consult an encyclopaedia is Wikipedia.
(Male, 64, HE)

Finally, we discussed with the respondents to what extent they trust and rely onWikipedia.

Trusting Wikipedia

Few respondents seemed to make efforts to establish the credibility of Wikipedia infor-
mation on health or medical topics. The more critical and higher educated respondents
held a sort of general suspicion towards online health and medical information, including
that onWikipedia. They explained that they never trusted online health and medical infor-
mation fully to begin with, and that they would probably be able to detect flagrant inac-
curate information on Wikipedia.
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I will not say that I trust it 100%, but let’s say that I have 70% confidence. And if I would see
blatant inaccuracies, a light would flicker on, ‘oops, something is wrong here’. (Male, 63, HE)

Only one respondent indicated actively trying to assess the credibility of Wikipedia entries.
While assuming that the correctness and credibility of the information was evaluated by
others, and that incorrect information would be corrected, he looked at the dates of when
entries had been last edited to establish a sense of credibility.

If it were nonsense, then it would certainly be rebuked and put to shame by a large group of
people. I think… […] If there are errors, then they are generally challenged by third parties
and there will be a correction. You can see when the last update took place, with a date. If that
date is fairly recent, I assume, within the general level of Wikipedia, then the information has
a certain degree of reliability. (Male, 64, HE)

Importantly, in response to critical questions by the interviewer about their use of online
health and medical information and Wikipedia, respondents pointed out that Wikipedia
only played a supportive role in respondents’ health information gathering and overall
health management and decision-making practices. While they often consulted Wikipe-
dia, in part to obtain health and medical information, respondents stated that their doctor
was the most trustworthy and important source of information, particularly in the case of
serious and personal issues.

When it comes to general information, I think the Internet and Wikipedia are useful and
sufficient. If it is about myself and if I want information about something that concerns
me immediately, I will ask my doctor. (Male, 64, HE)

As we established in a previous paper (Huisman et al., 2019), respondents were adamant in
stating that they would never act based on online health and medical information, that is,
diagnose or treat themselves. At most, health and medical information from the Internet,
including fromWikipedia, might be a reason to visit the doctor to share concerns and have
information clarified. If they would face serious health issues or have pressing questions,
respondents would visit their doctor rather than lingering on the Internet and Wikipedia
to find answers.

Discussion

This study set out to explore and understand the attitudes and perceptions of Flemish
middle-aged and older adults between 50 and 80 years of age regarding Wikipedia and
how they use the online encyclopaedia as a source of health and medical information.
What distinguishes study participants from younger generations, who grow up with
and are generally accustomed to using the Internet and reference sources like Wikipedia
(Flanagin & Metzger, 2011), is that they typically came of age in a more analogue world
where encyclopaedias came as bulky, multi-volume printed works. Respondents seemed to
recognise that they might be the last generation to own print encyclopaedias, remarking
how print has given way to a digital encyclopaedia like Wikipedia. While some respon-
dents were critical and did not use Wikipedia, the majority of respondents expressed posi-
tive attitudes and perceptions. However, we found that both critical and uncritical views,
as well as trust and distrust of Wikipedia as a source of health and medical information,
were rooted in limited factual knowledge of how the online encyclopaedia works. With the
notable exception of one participant, respondents knew little about how information on
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Wikipedia is created, curated, and edited. For instance, although Wikipedia has estab-
lished editorial policies and protocols and other quality control measures to improve
the quality of its content and to avoid deletion of information and other forms of digital
vandalism (Heilman et al., 2011; Jemielniak, 2014; Messner & DiStaso, 2013; Shafee et al.,
2017), respondents’ awareness of this was seemingly low and, in many cases, appeared to
be non-existent. Thus, most respondents generally and simply reasoned that anyone can
write and edit on Wikipedia, and that there are no or minimal checks in place.

Although based on a limited sample, our study underwrites previous work (McMahon
et al., 2017) which finds that most users end up on Wikipedia via search engine queries,
predominantly via Google. While this in itself is perhaps not a ground-breaking finding, it
does confirm that Google and Wikipedia are interdependent and that Google and Wiki-
pedia are together dominant players in locating, indexing, and offering Internet users
health and medical information. In terms of using Wikipedia, we found several reasons
why respondents made use of the online encyclopaedia as a source of health and medical
information. We can summarise these reasons as six key qualities and characteristics,
namely: (1) convenience; (2) coverage; (3) topicality; (4) comprehensibility; (5) concise-
ness; and (6) familiarity. First, Wikipedia offered respondents a quick and easy way of
obtaining information. They needed little knowledge and had to make few efforts to locate
and obtain health and medical information on the online encyclopaedia, particularly in
conjunction with using Google’s search engine. Second, respondents expected that Wiki-
pedia contained entries on a wide range of health and medical topics, so that they were
always sure to find what they were looking for. Specifically, they expected to find basic
or general information on any health or medical topic. Third, respondents found infor-
mation on Wikipedia to be current and up-to-date, contrary to print sources which
were deemed likely outdated in the current age of rapidly developing and expanding
knowledge. Fourth, the information on Wikipedia was usually comprehensible, that is,
clear and easy to understand, in contrast to more specialised and scientific sources of
health information. Fifth, respondents related that they liked Wikipedia as it contained
concise and to-the-point information, rather than long reads and extensive discussions.
Sixth, and final, familiarity with Wikipedia and prior experience were mentioned as
reasons to use the online encyclopaedia as a source of health and medical information,
which concurs with previous studies of how people generally select and assess the credi-
bility of health information sources (Klawitter & Hargittai, 2018; Macias et al., 2018).
While the abovementioned key qualities and characteristics of Wikipedia, individually
or (partly) in combination, have been reported in previous studies (Blikstad-Balas,
2016; Fallis, 2008; Head & Eisenberg, 2010; Lim, 2009; Mesgari et al., 2015; Okoli et al.,
2014), the present work for the first time demonstrates that these factors together contrib-
ute to the attractiveness of Wikipedia as a source of health and medical information for
older generations of Internet users. Moreover, these findings seem to confirm the argu-
ment by Fallis (2008) that the specific qualities and virtues of Wikipedia for most users
outweigh concerns about the credibility, correctness, and completeness of information
on Wikipedia.

Importantly, our study also indicates that Wikipedia as a source of digital health and
medical information ultimately plays a limited role in the lives and health choices of
respondents. First, in light of the broader context and motivations to search for, obtain,
consult, and use online health and medical information (Huisman et al., 2019),
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respondents use Wikipedia mostly to obtain basic facts and general or background infor-
mation. Whereas prior studies found that students used Wikipedia as a starting point for
their information search and gathering (Head & Eisenberg, 2010; Macias et al., 2018;
Menchen-Trevino & Hargittai, 2011; Metzger et al., 2010; Selwyn & Gorard, 2016), this
seems to be less the case for the Flemish middle-aged and older adults in the present
study. Rather than using Wikipedia as a starting point from which to proceed to more
specialised sources of information, respondents preferred to stick to Wikipedia’s ‘basic
information’. Second, most respondents, except some who used Wikipedia rather uncri-
tically, stated that they did not consider Wikipedia as ‘gospel’ or necessarily 100% true.
This corresponds with past work which reported that Wikipedia users do not blindly
trust and use the online encyclopaedia (Lim, 2009), while also suggesting that respondents
were aware of the credibility issues associated with Wikipedia (Blikstad-Balas, 2016; Lim,
2009; Metzger et al., 2010). Third, as reported in a previous paper (Huisman et al., 2019),
respondents stated throughout the interviews that they would never diagnose or treat
themselves based on online health and medical information, including information
obtained from Wikipedia. If they really needed specific or personal information, when
they encountered serious health issues, or when they wanted clarification of information
found on the Internet, they would visit their doctor. In other words, the doctor remains the
medical authority and the most trusted source of health information and advice. While
Wikipedia is indeed a popular reference for health and medical information among
many of the Flemish middle-aged and older adults in our study, the online encyclopaedia
thus ultimately appears to play a limited and marginal role in respondents’ health manage-
ment and decision-making practices.

Conclusion

By taking a qualitative approach to an understudied target audience, the present study
contributes original insights as well as nuances to prior user-centric studies with regards
to the attitudes, perceptions, and the use of Wikipedia as a source of health and medical
information. This study found that most Flemish middle-aged and older adult respon-
dents embraced Wikipedia as a source of health and medical information, often in con-
junction with using the Google search engine. Six key qualities and characteristics were
found which makeWikipedia a popular information resource, namely convenience, cover-
age, topicality, comprehensibility, conciseness, and familiarity. However, it appears that
Wikipedia ultimately plays a limited role in respondents’ health management and
decision-making practices. The online encyclopaedia is not only consulted primarily to
obtain basic facts and general information, but most respondents also point out that
they do not blindly trust Wikipedia and that their doctor is the sole medical authority
and their most trusted and important source of health information.

The findings from this study have several possible implications. In the first place, the
study illuminates for healthcare professionals and health information providers that
while Wikipedia is a popular and dominant source of health and medical information,
it actually seems to play a limited role in the health management and decision-making
practices of study participants. Second, given the fact that the majority of respondents pos-
sessed only rudimentary knowledge of Wikipedia’s workings or had no conception of it at
all, Wikipedia might attempt to better explain how it operates and under which
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conditions, checks, and protocols health and medical information entries are created and
edited. If Wikipedia is truly to be a ‘key public health information tool’ (Shafee et al.,
2017), it might make efforts to inform the public and particularly older generations of
Internet users, who might have less experience and possess fewer digital skills and abilities,
of its processes and merits. For instance, Wikipedia could explain more explicitly how it
works and where health and medical information comes from, so that visitors might get a
better understanding of the credibility of the online encyclopaedia.

Limitations

The qualitative and explorative nature of this study inherently brings some limitations
with it. First, our findings are based on spontaneous, unsolicited mentions of Wikipedia
by respondents and the follow-up questions by the interviewer, rather than a preconceived
interview guide exploring the topic of Wikipedia in depth. For instance, respondents did
not say whether they used the Dutch or English-language Wikipedia, nor were specific
Wikipedia health and medical entries discussed. Future studies might investigate with
more purpose and in more detail the attitudes, perceptions, and use of Wikipedia by
older generations, for instance by including information tasks or having respondents
attempt to assess the credibility of specific Wikipedia entries. Second, the informants in
our study were spread out over a fairly large age range, but we do not consider this an inhi-
biting factor given the explorative character of the study and the lack of empirical work on
Internet users over the age of 50 using Wikipedia. Finally, we acknowledge that several
years have passed since the interviews took place. However, we did not find any indi-
cations in the literature or otherwise that the use of Wikipedia as a source of health
and medical information has changed in that time. In light of the dearth of knowledge
about middle-aged and older adults’ use of Wikipedia, we believe our findings to be
both current and relevant.

Note

1. Given the space constraints, more extensive discussions and reflections on Wikipedia and its
workings can be found in Fallis, 2008; Jemielniak, 2014; Leitch, 2014; Mesgari et al., 2015;
Okoli et al., 2014; Shafee et al., 2017; Wikipedia, 2019a.
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