Relying on the internet to solve your pregnancy
dilemmas rather than consulting your doctor is

a growing trend among women today. But it
might not be good for your health, says Liz Jarvis

hen Lucinda Barton, 29,
was |2 weeks pregnant
with her first baby, she
started getting pains in
her stomach. ‘Rather than wait for a GP
appointment, | decided to Google my
symptoms, she says. | was beginning to
panic, so | wanted an immediate answer.
But browsing the huge range of conflicting
advice available online only led to more
anxiety for Lucinda,'Some sites said my
symptoms were fine and perfectly normal,
but others said they were cause for concern;
she explains.'| went to around five different
forums, too. One woman even told me
| probably had a torn placenta wall, which
could cause a miscarriage. | was really
scared, so | rang my GP straight away!
Fortunately, Lucinda’s GP was able
to put her mind at ease immediately,
telling her the pregnancy was fine, giving
her the chance to listen to the baby's
heartbeat, and reassuring her that the
pains were caused by her womb starting to
stretch to accommodate her growing baby.

Her son Harry, now seven months, was
born perfectly healthy. It's natural when
you're pregnant to need to know what's
normal and what's not — and to find out
immediately. You want your baby to be
born healthy, plus you want to be reassured
that your body is doing what it should, so
the internet is like having a 24-hour doctor
‘on call to answer all your questions.

And, at a time when pregnant women
spend a whopping 220 minutes online
every day, it’s easy to see why the
temptation to search every potential
symptom can be overwhelming. According
to NHS Choices — the most visited health
website in the UK — of the seven million
visits it receives a month, |.5 million are for
pregnancy-related conditions, making it the
most searched-for :
topic. But while NHS
Choices is an official
source of health
advice, how reliable is
the other information
we're finding online? Is

Googling your symptoms a good stopgap
until you can see your midwife, or is the
conflicting advice given on websites and
forums leaving you obsessed and stressed?

THE DIAGNOSIS TREND
Of course, using the internet as a source
of information isn't unique to pregnancy.
A new global survey of 12,000 people by
private health provider BUPA found that
73% of Britons go online for health information,
58% to self-diagnose and 64% to see what
medicines to take. Yet only one in four of us
checks the reliability of what we're reading.
‘Unreliable information can easily lead to
people taking risks with inappropriate tests
and treatments, wasting money and causing
unnecessary worry, says Dr Annabel Bentley,
medical director at BUPA. ‘Equally, people
may check online, then dismiss symptoms
when they should be consulting a doctor!
The quality of medical advice available
online is incredibly variable, agrees Jonathan
suspvEiRtiEEs, Legoett, from
- comparison site
- ToplO.com.'We
recommend
- consulting NHS
. Direct and sites
& directly affiliated
to relevant D>
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