
When something’s ailing you, do you turn to the Internet 
or an app on your phone to help figure out what’s 
wrong? Free symptom checking programs usually don’t 
give the correct diagnosis first, a study found, and their 
advice on when to seek help usually errs on the side of 
caution.

Symptom checking programs ask a series of questions 
about symptoms. They analyze the responses and then 
give a possible diagnosis. Some also offer triage advice 
about whether to seek medical care and, if so, how 
quickly and at what kind of facility. For people with a 
life-threatening problem, such as stroke or heart attack, 
symptom checkers could save lives. For those with a 
problem that doesn’t require a medical visit, they can 
save trouble and costs.

The helpfulness of symptom checkers depends on 
their accuracy. To evaluate the performance of these 
programs, an NIH-funded research team searched 
for free symptom checkers online, in the Apple app 

store, and on Google Play. Many symptom checkers 
worked in similar ways. The scientists chose a set of 23 
programs for analysis.

The symptom checkers were tested by seeing how well 
they could assess 45 standardized patient descriptions. 
The team found that the checkers listed the correct 
diagnosis as the first option in only 34% of cases. 
The correct diagnosis was within the top 20 possible 
diagnoses 58% of the time.

The checkers provided helpful triage advice in 57% of 
the cases.  Triage performance was most accurate in 
emergencies, with appropriate advice given in 80% of 
cases. Some symptom checkers provided more accurate 
advice than others. 

Overall, the checkers tended to be cautious, 
encouraging users to seek health care when self-care 
would do.

ARE SYMPTOM 
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“Users should be cautious and not 
take the information they receive from 
online symptom checkers as gospel.”
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“These tools may be useful in patients who are 
trying to decide whether they should get to a doctor 
quickly,” says lead author Dr. Ateev Mehrotra of 
Harvard Medical School. “But in many cases, users 
should be cautious and not take the information they 
receive from online symptom checkers as gospel.”

As symptom checkers become more accurate, they 
could reduce unneeded trips to the hospital and be 
more cost-effective than nurse-staffed phone lines.

WHEN YOU DO GO TO THE DOCTOR…

You can play an active role in your health care 
by talking to your doctor. Clear and honest 
communication between you and your physician can 
help you both make smart choices about your health. 
It’s important to be honest and upfront about your 
symptoms even if you feel embarrassed or shy. Have 
an open dialogue with your doctor – ask questions to 
make sure you understand your diagnosis, treatment, 
and recovery. 

Here are a few tips that can help you talk to your 
doctor and make the most of your appointment:

›› Write down a list of questions and concerns 
before your appointment. 

›› Consider bringing a close friend or family 
member with you.

›› Take notes about what the doctor says, or ask a 
friend or family member to take notes for you. 

›› Learn how to access your medical records, so 
you can keep track of test results, diagnoses, 
treatments plans, and medications and prepare 
for your next appointment.

›› Ask for the doctor’s contact information and their 
preferred method of communication.

›› Remember that nurses and pharmacists are also 
good sources of information.


