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ABSTRACT
Surveys show that around 70% of US Internet users consult
the Internet when they require medical information. Peo-
ple seek this information using both traditional search en-
gines and via social media. The information created using
the search process offers an unprecedented opportunity for
applications to monitor and improve the quality of life of
people with a variety of medical conditions. In recent years,
research in this area has addressed public-health questions
such as the effect of media on development of anorexia, de-
veloped tools for measuring influenza rates and assessing
drug safety, and examined the effects of health information
on individual wellbeing. This tutorial will show how Internet
data can facilitate medical research, providing an overview of
the state-of-the-art in this area. During the tutorial we will
discuss the information which can be gleaned from a variety
of Internet data sources, including social media, search en-
gines, and specialized medical websites. We will provide an
overview of analysis methods used in recent literature, and
show how results can be evaluated using publicly-available
health information and online experimentation. Finally, we
will discuss ethical and privacy issues and possible techno-
logical solutions. This tutorial is intended for researchers of
user generated content who are interested in applying their
knowledge to improve health and medicine.

Categories and Subject Descriptors
H.3 [Information Search and Retrieval]: Search pro-
cess; I.2 [Applications and Expert Systems]: Medicine
and science
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1. OVERVIEW
Pew surveys recently found that more than 70% of US In-

ternet users consult the Internet when they require medical
information [3]. The data created by people who thus seek
information offers an unprecedented opportunity for appli-
cations to monitor and improve the quality of life of people
with a variety of medical conditions.

For the past decade, such data has been used in a variety
of ways to the betterment of medical research and practice.
Internet data has proven useful over traditional tools in sev-
eral areas: First, it is a more sensitive sensor than that af-
forded by medical records in diseases where only a minority
of infected people seek medical attention [9]. Thus, tracking
the rates of influenza-like illness through Internet searches
[2, 4, 8] and social media [5, 1, 6] has been the focus of
significant research.

Second, Internet data can provide information where the
its collection in the physical world would be difficult, if not
impossible. For example, the mental state of cancer patients
in the first few days following diagnosis has been analyzed
using web searches [7], and changes in mood prior to the
appearance of abnormal mental states detected [13].

A third area where Internet data is advantageous is where
traditional data gathering is dependent on people making
associations between different events, which are not always
easy to link. Thus, the identification of adverse drug reac-
tions is dependent on the realization of a causal link between
taking a drug and the appearance of an adverse reaction.
Internet query logs have been used to form this association
without the need for voluntary reporting, consequently dis-
covering previously unknown adverse reactions [12].

Finally, Internet data is useful when the activity of inter-
est is primarily web-driven. This includes the actual search
for medical information, as well as when studying patient
groups. Here, studies have shown the effect of information
on users learning about health topics [10] and demonstrated
the detrimental effect of well-intentioned interventions for
anorexia patients [11].

This tutorial will show how Internet data can facilitate
medical research, providing an overview of the state-of-the-
art in this area. The tutorial will be roughly divided into
three main parts. The first part will discuss areas where In-
ternet data is useful for medical research, and show examples
representing the state of the art in the field. The second part
will give researchers tools to address medical questions using
Internet data. The third part will discuss ethical questions
and privacy issues associated with this type of research, and
possible technological solutions to the latter.



During the tutorial we will discuss the information which
can be gleaned from a variety of Internet data sources, in-
cluding social media, search engines, and specialized medical
websites. We will provide an overview of analysis methods
used in recent literature, and show how results can be eval-
uated using publicly-available health information and online
experimentation. Finally, we will discuss ethical and privacy
issues and possible technological solutions. This tutorial is
intended for researchers of user generated content who are
interested in applying their knowledge to improve health and
medicine.

Our goal is to familiarize participants with the state of the
art of the field, to show common approaches and tools used
to address health questions with Internet data, to demon-
strate where Internet data is useful (and where it is not) and
to discuss open questions in the field.
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