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About this document

These materials are part of the Multimedia Training Kit (MMTK). The MMTK provides an integrated set of multimedia training materials and resources to support community media, community multimedia centres, telecentres, and other initiatives using information and communications technologies (ICTs) to empower communities and support development work.
Copyright information

This unit is made available under the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike License. To find out how you may use these materials please read the copyright statement included with this unit or see 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/1.0/legalcode 

Introduction

This unit is an introduction to the wide range of information and resources on the internet relative to HIV/AIDS. This handout contains a brief overview and examples of the types of web sites and the different kinds of HIV/AIDS resources available. Suggestions and criteria are provided for how to search for different kinds of information, and how to evaluate its accuracy and credibility.

Searching for and evaluating HIV/AIDS information on the internet

Searching for HIV/AIDS information will result in different types of information, resources and links depending on whether you are using a general search engine such as Google, or searching a specialized HIV/AIDS site or database aimed at health care professionals. 

· General search engine results for a search on, for example, mother to child transmission of HIV will yield a wide range of types of resource – ranging from news reports, to community health guides, statistical information and information aimed at medical researchers. You may get good information, bad information, and information which is not relevant to your needs.

· A search on an organization’s web site may bring up information produced mainly by that organization.

· A search on a specialized portal will produce results relating to the portal’s particular focus area.

Evaluating HIV/AIDS (or any health-related) information is critically important. The specific evaluation criteria you should apply will depend in some measure on the type of information and what you intend to use it for. Unless you are writing an article on fraudulent HIV/AIDS “cures”, the quality of the information is the central evaluation criterion. Depending on the way in which you intend to use the information you might want to add additional criteria – for example, if you are looking for a good site to recommend to a grassroots organization you would also want to check that the site is easy-to-use and the resources targeted at an appropriate level. Key issues are:    

· Information quality: the most important aspect of information quality is accuracy. Sometimes you will be able to assess the accuracy of the information on a web site directly yourself. Very often, though, you won’t have the specialized knowledge needed to do so. In this case, you will need to ask a number of questions to help you assess the likely accuracy of the information. These questions include:

· What is the source of the information, and how reliable is it likely to be? Does the provider of the information perhaps have a vested interest in promoting a particular point of view? Look for

· A “mission statement” or other information about the organization which maintains the site.

· Information about individual authors.

· Sponsorship of the site.

· Has the information been through an editorial review process? For example, is it in a peer-reviewed journal?

· How current is the information?

· How comprehensive is the information?
· Is the information based on clinical and scientific evidence?
· Be wary of content which goes against widely-held scientific beliefs without proper discussion. This could be an indication that the information is not based on scientific research.
· When information relates to clinical trials, remember that randomized clinical trials are generally accepted as being the most reliable, followed by other study methods such as non-randomized trial and case/cohort studies.

· Are adequate references provided, indicating the source of the information, including statistics? 


· General site design: the design of a site is not related to the quality of the information contained in it. Nevertheless, if you are reviewing the site to recommend to others, you need to take site design issues into consideration in your evaluation. Think about


· How easy is the site to use? Does it require registration (free or fee paying) or any other steps before viewing content? Is it easy to navigate?

· Is the target audience clearly defined, and is the content and the level of language appropriate for this audience?

· Privacy: if the site asks for information from users, is there a policy stating clearly how this information will be used?

Types of web sites and their resources

The main types of web sites offering HIV/AIDS-related information, and the types of resources you are likely to find on them are as follows:

Local, national and international organizations

There is a vast range of web sites produced local, regional and international organizations around the world involved in HIV/AIDS research, treatment and care. These may be government or non-government-based organizations, who receive private and/or public funding. Web sites vary in their content and resources, according to the time, money and expertise invested in production of the web site, and the intended users. 

Information and resources on these sites generally fall into one of these categories: 

· Community and media guides

· Reports

· Policy documents

· Background information (fact sheets and glossaries) 

· Contact information for expert advice

· Directories

· Searchable databases

· Projects

· Funding for HIV/AIDS related projects

· Links

· E-mail alerts

Community and media guides

Some organizations, particularly non-government organizations and charities working in a local/regional context and funding agencies, produce excellent illustrated guides for the community and the media on HIV/AIDS. The community guides may appeal to lay people, patients, health care and community workers, and educators, and are usually produced in consultation with experts and community representatives to ensure that they are authoritative, accurate, and appealing to general readers. A good example is “HIV, Health and Your Community: a Guide for Action”, produced by the California-based Hesperian Foundation together with the United Nations Programme on AIDS (UNAIDS). This can be found at the following URL:  
http://www.unaids.org/html/pub/publications/external-documents/hhyc-hesperian_en_pdf.pdf 

Another example is “Facts for Life: What You and the People You Care About Need to Know about HIV/AIDS”, produced by the American Foundation for AIDS Research (amFAR). It can be accessed at the following URL: http://www.thebody.com/amfar/faq.html 

Some guides may be devoted to a particular topic, such as vaccine research or treatment of HIV infection. An example of a guide to vaccine research is “The Science of HIV Vaccines: an Introduction for Community Groups”, produced by the International Council for AIDS Services Organizations http://www.icaso.org. Also recommended is “A Guide to HIV & AIDS Treatment”, by the UK-based charity AVERT http://www.avert.org.

Media guides range in content from general information on HIV/AIDS issues and trends and contact details of local and regional organizations, to broader tips on improved reporting, including ethical reporting and the use of non-stigmatising language. Regional examples include "Reporting on HIV/AIDS in Africa" from the African Women’s Media Center http://www.awmc.com/pub/p-4680/e-4681/, and “HIV/AIDS Media Guide, 2nd Edition”, produced by the Australian National Council on AIDS, Hepatitis and Related Diseases http://www.ancahrd.org/pubs/pdfs/mediaguide.htm.

Reports

Web sites may provide all manner of reports on various types of HIV/AIDS activities, ranging from surveys, research and other projects to expert assessments on particular issues. One of the most widely consulted reports available on the internet is “AIDS Epidemic Update”, the UNAIDS survey and analysis of HIV/AIDS statistics, including numbers of new infections, deaths, and people living with HIV/AIDS, around the world http://www.unaids.org/wad/2003/press/Epiupdate.html. 

Policy documents

Particularly useful for indicating the future direction for HIV/AIDS related strategies are the policy documents of various organizations. These may relate to issues on any level, from community action to global priorities. An example relating to a specific issue is “Mobilization for Microbicides: the Decisive Decade”, produced by the Microbicide Initiative, and supported by the Rockefeller Foundation http://www.rockfound.org/Documents/488/rep1_summary.pdf, while a regionally relevant example is the “HIV/AIDS Strategic Framework for WHO South East Asia 2002-6” produced by the World Health Organization Regional Office for South East Asia, New Delhi http://w3.whosea.org/hivaids/latestpubs.htm    

Background information: fact sheets and glossaries

Web sites package HIV/AIDS in a variety of formats, including detailed pages of information, concise fact sheets and alphabetically arranged glossaries of HIV/AIDS terms. Fact sheets and glossaries are often made available both as HTML pages for direct viewing and as PDF documents that can be downloaded. Examples of fact sheets are those provided by the World Health Organization on specific health topics, including HIV/AIDS http://www.who.int/HIV_AIDS/first.html. Glossaries vary from focusing on particular themes to the general, such as “The Glossary of HIV/AIDS related Terms”, 4th Edition, produced by the US Department of Health’s AIDSinfo http://www.aidsinfo.nih.gov/ed_resources/glossary/.

Contacts for expert advice

The internet may be a useful tool for seeking advice, for example on treatment and care for People Living with HIV/AIDS. A good example is US-based web site called The Body.com http://www.thebody.com/experts.shtml which provides an online question and answer service about HIV/AIDS related problems, as well as an archive of past forums. 

Directories

Online directories provide all sorts of location and contact details, such as the “Directory of Associations of People Living with HIV/AIDS” produced by the United States Agency for International Development (USAID) http://www.usaid.gov/pop_health/aids/Publications/docs/hivaidsdirectory.pdf and  “Country Offices and Public Information Centers” of the World Bank http://web.worldbank.org/WBSITE/EXTERNAL/COUNTRIES/0,,contentMDK:20075394~menuPK:180466~pagePK:137040~piPK:137042~theSitePK:136917,00.html
Searchable databases

Some web sites provide directories of information in a searchable database format. A good example is the clinical trials database of the United States Government’s AIDSinfo web site http://www.aidsinfo.net. This may be compared with the non-searchable (although regularly updated) account of ongoing clinical trials of HIV/AIDS prevention strategies of the HIV Prevention Trials Network http://www.hptn.org.

It is also possible to use searchable databases to explore calendars of HIV/AIDS related events. These vary according to the number of events listed, their geographical focus, and intended users. The calendar at the John’s Hopkins University AIDS Service, in Baltimore, USA, is particularly extensive, covering both national and international events http://www.hopkins-aids.edu/resources/calendar/calendar1.html. Other examples are the calendars of ELDIS http://www.eldis.org/hivaids/hivaidsevents.htm and the International AIDS Society http://www.ias.se/event/calendar.asp?pageid=420&category_id=3
The U.S. National Library of Medicine’s PubMed database http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?CMD=search&DB=PubMed allows you to perform a search of the scientific and medical literature for publications by a chosen investigator. This will produce a list of titles and journal references to the scientist’s publications, in reverse chronological order, with further links through to the abstracts or summaries of individual publications, and sometimes the full-text versions of the articles.

Funding for HIV/AIDS-related projects

Funding agencies – whether public or private – provide a wealth of information on the internet regarding the scope and aims of the projects they fund, and how to apply. The Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, for example, funds research into HIV/AIDS, tuberculosis and malaria: http://www.gatesfoundation.org/GlobalHealth/HIVAIDSTB/ 

Links

Many web sites provide links to related organizations and additional sources of information. The best of these are classified according to their target audiences or types of information contained, and contain descriptions of the web site content or organization being linked. Good examples are to be found at the web site of the American Foundation for AIDS Research http://199.105.91.6/treatment/resources/index.html and the Science and Development Network’s Quick Guide to HIV/AIDS http://www.scidev.net/quickguides/index.cfm?qguideid=1&CFID=575500&CFTOKEN=21450586
E-mail alerts

Some web sites enable visitors to sign up for automatic alerts about updates to web site content. A good example is http://www.aegis.com which provides a choice of daily or weekly alerts of HIV/AIDS news stories from around the world, and the Science and Development Network http://www.scidev.net which provides weekly updates of web site news, features, special content, and announcements about science and technology which is aimed at viewers in developing countries. 

Specialised information portals

Some web sites act as gateways, or portals, to other web sites and resources relating to specific themes, audiences, or geographical locations, rather than an individual organization. Most can be browsed by category and also searched. 

Regional portals

Regional portals or gateways carry information and resources which relate specifically to that region. Good examples include AfroAIDSinfo http://www.afroaidsinfo.org, and Asian AIDS Resources http://www.growthhouse.org/asianhiv.html. Other region-specific web sites include the World Health Organization’s South East Asia Regional Office for STI/HIV Programme http://w3.whosea.org/hivaids/ and the United Nations Development Programme’s Special Initiative on HIV/AIDS for the Asia Pacific region, known as You And Aids http://www.youandaids.org/. The Science and Development Network also has regional gateways of information and links to Latin America, Asia, and Africa http://www.scidev.net.

Portals aimed at particular audiences

Some gateways link to information aimed at particular groups of users with different types of need or level of specialization. The Body, for example, offers medical advice and information for people living with HIV/AIDS and their carers http://www.thebody.com, The Body Pro is aimed at healthcare professionals http://www.thebodypro.com. 

Topic-driven portals

Other information portals are topic-driven. Examples are the Global Treatment Access campaign http://www.globaltreatmentaccess.org/content/ which focuses on news, information, links and information about access to antiretroviral drugs for the treatment of HIV/AIDS, and the HIV Prevention Trials Network http://www.hptn.org, and the HIV Vaccine Trials Network http://www.hvtn.org which provide information and investigator contact details for clinical trials of HIV vaccines and other strategies aimed at preventing the spread of HIV.

News portals

Some web sites feature links to media reports on HIV/AIDS, with news and features in print, audio or video format. The AIDS Education Global Information System (AEGIS) http://www.aegis.com contains a vast database of stories from various media organizations. Another is the AIDS Channel http://www.aidschannel.org which serves as a source of news and features produced by various media outlets that can be downloaded and broadcast by other media organizations.
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