In today’s digital age, the way we seek health information is shifting rapidly. Once, search engines ruled as the go-
to tools for answers, but now generative Al chatbots and large language models (LLMs) are stepping into the
spotlight. While these new technologies offer exciting possibilities for instant, conversational access to health
knowledge, there are critical caveats—especially when it comes to trusting information about the benefits and

harms of medical interventions.

This post explains how you can find balanced, trustworthy information that honestly presents both the upsides
and downsides of treatments. We'll explore key resources like Cochrane and The Cochrane Collaboration,
highlight the value of Cochrane reviews and their plain language summaries, and unpack the challenges posed
by Al tools that predict text rather than truly understanding evidence. Along the way, you'll get practical tips for

navigating today’s health information landscape with a critical eye.

From Search Engines to Al Chatbots: A New Era for Health Questions

For years, many people turned to search engines like Google to look up symptoms, treatment options, and health
research. These tools are powerful but come with the problem of information overload, variable quality, and
sometimes confusing or biased results. Enter Al chatbots and large language models, such as ChatGPT and others

powered by cutting-edge machine learning architectures.

These LLMs generate human-like text responses in real time, often making it feel like you're chatting with a
knowledgeable health adviser. This rapid shift has sparked excitement, but also concern. Because LLMs generate
answers by predicting the most likely next words based on vast datasets—rather than verifying facts—they
sometimes produce “hallucinations.” These are inaccurate or outright invented details, including citations that

don't actually exist.

That means relying solely on Al chatbots for health information, especially about treatment benefits and harms,

carries risk. Trust becomes the limiting factor: how do you know the Al’s answer is reliable and balanced?

Why Trust Matters: The Limiting Factor in Health Information

When making health decisions, understanding both the potential benefits and harms of an intervention is crucial.
Skewed or partial information can mislead patients, caregivers, and even clinicians. Trustworthy information comes

from rigorous research syntheses that systematically collect, evaluate, and summarize all relevant evidence.

This is exactly the mission of The Cochrane Collaboration, an international organization that produces the
Cochrane Library—a gold standard repository of Cochrane reviews. These systematic reviews are meticulously
developed to minimize bias, transparently report findings, and weigh all evidence, including harms alongside

benefits.

What Makes Cochrane Reviews Special?

¢ Systematic and comprehensive: Cochrane reviews use rigorous protocols to identify all relevant studies, not

just a selective few.

Critical appraisal: They assess the quality and risk of bias in included studies.

Balanced discussion: Both positive effects and potential harms or side effects are clearly presented.

Updated regularly: As new evidence emerges, reviews are revised to maintain accuracy.



* Plain language summaries: To make findings accessible to non-specialists, these summaries clearly

communicate the key messages without jargon.

Because of this commitment to transparency and comprehensiveness, Cochrane reviews are widely trusted by

healthcare providers, policymakers, and patients alike.

The Challenge of Generative Al in Health Information

Generative Al chatbots and LLMs represent a revolutionary development in how we interact with information.
However, their design fundamentally relies on predicting linguistic patterns rather than verifying truth. They do

not “understand” scientific evidence, nor can they critically evaluate research methods.
This limitation can lead to several issues:

1. Hallucinations: Fabricated facts or numbers may appear confidently stated.

2. Invented citations: Al might produce plausible but non-existent research references or DOIs (digital object

identifiers).

3. Omission of uncertainty and harms: Some responses focus mainly on benefits or success stories without

acknowledging limitations or risks.

Given these risks, it's important to treat Al-generated health information as a starting point rather than definitive
guidance. Any clinical or personal health decision should be based on reputable sources and, ideally, consultation

with healthcare professionals.

How to Find Balanced Information on Benefits and Harms

Here are practical steps for seeking health information that includes both potential benefits and harms, drawing on

trusted resources and mindful use of Al tools:

1. Start With Trusted Evidence Synthesis Sources

Head first to resources like the Cochrane Library, which contains thousands of systematic reviews on thousands of
health topics. Look for a Cochrane review on your condition or intervention of interest because these reviews

aim to comprehensively assess all relevant evidence.

If Cochrane has a review, read both the full text (if you can) and the plain language summary. These summaries
distill complex information into accessible language, clearly outlining benefits, harms, the certainty of the evidence,

and any gaps or conflicting findings.

2. Use Al Chatbots Thoughtfully

Generative Al models can help you:

* Get a quick overview or context for your question.
® |dentify relevant terminology and keywords to refine searches.
® Summarize complex documents you feed them (but verify their output carefully).
However, always cross-check Al-supplied facts with primary sources or trusted databases. When an Al chatbot

provides a citation or DOI, verify it by searching the original journal or database. Don't accept citations blindly—

hallucinated references are a known problem.



3. Check for Balanced Discussion of Both Benefits and Harms

Beware of sources that focus only on positive aspects or success stories. A balanced account explicitly discusses

possible adverse effects, side effects, or uncertainty around the intervention.

Systematic reviews like those from Cochrane are designed to provide this balanced perspective. In contrast, some
websites or Al chatbots might oversimplify or omit information about harms to paint an overly optimistic picture.
4. Look for Evidence Quality and Certainty Ratings

Good reviews assess the quality of included studies and grade the certainty of systematic review protocol template

the evidence. This helps you understand how confident you can be in the reported benefits and harms. Reliable

sources explain if the evidence is strong, weak, inconsistent, or limited.

5. Consult Healthcare Professionals for Personalised Interpretation

No matter how much you research, individual clinical decisions require personalized advice from qualified health

professionals. They can interpret evidence in the context of your unique situation, preferences, and values.


https://www.cochrane.org/about-us/news/why-evidence-synthesis-matters-age-ai

Summary Table: Comparing Information Sources

Information Source Strengths Limitations Tips for Use Cochrane Reviews (via Cochrane Library) Systematic,
evidence-based, balanced presentation of benefits and harms; plain language summaries available Can be
technical; some access requires subscription Use for thorough, trusted info; read plain language summaries first
Generative Al Chatbots / LLMs Fast, conversational, good for initial overview and keyword ideas May hallucinate
facts or citations; no true fact-checking or critical appraisal Cross-check outputs with trusted sources; never rely on
Al alone for decisions General Search Engines Broad coverage; multiple viewpoints; easy access Risk of bias;
difficulty identifying high-quality evidence; information overload Be selective; prefer credible sites; look for balanced
benefit-harm info

What Would Change Your Mind?

It's worth asking: what evidence or experience would make you reconsider your current approach to finding health
information? Perhaps you've encountered Al tools that reliably deliver verified citations, or seen new platforms

integrating Al with trusted databases seamlessly. Stay curious and adaptable, but never lose your critical lens.

Final Thoughts

Finding balanced health information that honestly addresses both benefits and harms is more important than
ever, especially as new technologies reshape our interaction with knowledge. Trustworthy sources like The
Cochrane Collaboration remain indispensable. Cochrane reviews — accessible via the Cochrane Library —

combine rigorous methods with clear communication to help you make informed decisions.

Generative Al chatbots and large language models offer exciting potential but don't (yet) replace careful appraisals
of scientific evidence. Always approach Al-generated health advice with skepticism, verify claims through trusted
sources, and seek balanced presentations of harms and benefits. When in doubt, consult healthcare professionals

to guide your choices.

By combining the best of traditional and emerging tools—with an awareness of their strengths and limits—you

can better navigate the complex world of health information.



