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1. Introduction 

According to the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA, 2025), 
in 2024, 48.4 million people aged 12 or older had a substance use disorder (SUD), yet only 19% of 
those who needed it received treatment. Although overdose deaths in the United States have declined in 
recent years, they remain high, with the National Center for Health Statistics (NCHS, 
2025) reporting 54,743 registered deaths in 2024. In addition to overdose and death, PWUD are at risk 
of many other adverse health outcomes, including co-occurring serious mental illnesses (SMI), viral 
infections (e.g., HIV, hepatitis), bacterial infections (e.g., skin and soft tissue infections, endocarditis), 
chronic pain, heart disease, and cancer (Attwood et al., 2025; Gomes et al., 2022; Langham et al., 
2022; National Institute on Drug Abuse, 2024; SAMHSA, 2024). As a result, they often have complex 
medical and healthcare needs.   

Despite these needs, people who use(d) drugs (PWUD) often avoid or delay accessing healthcare 
due to pervasive stigma and experiences of inequitable and substandard care (McCurry et al., 
2025; Medina et al., 2022; Paquette et al., 2018). Further, healthcare is not designed to be patient-
centered, highlighting the need for patients in general, and PWUD in particular, to enter healthcare 
interactions prepared to engage in self-advocacy to obtain the information and care they need. Health 
literacy can impact both the likelihood of seeking care (Attwood et al., 2025) and subsequent health 
outcomes. Knowledge and assertiveness can be important elements of recovery capital (Beaulieu et al., 
2024), suggesting that the ability to enter healthcare interactions with existing knowledge and the 
confidence to advocate for themselves could bolster the social and recovery capital of PWUD.   

People in recovery or actively usings drugs often turn to informal sources, such as peers or online 
communities when preparing for healthcare interactions.PWUD rely on digital health resources either 
through search engines or various online forums (e.g., Reddit). Due to algorithmically 
recommended health information sources on the internet, the reliability of health information and 
rampant spread of misinformation is a public health concern (Southwell et al., 2023 ; Swire-Thompson 
& Lazer, 2020). Health related misinformation is a serious and pervasive problem for the general 
public but especially PWUD because of the stigma they encounter when seeking healthcare 
(Alibudbud & Cleofas, 2023).  Additionally, peer-to-peer sharing of information can lead to further 
spread of misinformation through trusted sources demonstrating levels of information poverty 
(Chatman, 1996).   

The information seeking behaviors of PWUD searching for health-related information is 
understudied, and the limited available research is presented from the perspective of researchers in the 
field, not the end users (Sullivan & Shaw, 2023). Assessing and creating health information literacy 
interventions with and for PWUD requires the understanding of their health information 
needs (Dijkman et al., 2023). Therefore, this project directly addresses a critical gap by centering 
PWUD voices and experience in understanding health information seeking behaviors to create user-
informed information literacy interventions that can combat misinformation, while respecting the lived 
realities and unique needs of this marginalized population.    

We are investigating information seeking behaviors of PWUD to determine how information 
sources, like Google, successfully and appropriately support their information needs. The inclusion of 
AI overview in Google Search appears to have simplified several sources for seemingly 
faster information retrieval, however the overview hallucinates regularly and provides incorrect 
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information (Mickle et al., 2026). This is an opportunity for mis/disinformation to spread more quickly 
in an already vulnerable population with complex healthcare needs.    

2. Methodology 

This multiphase project begins with think-aloud interviews, exploring where and how PWUD seek 
information about salient health topics using fictional narratives. The first narrative described the 
symptoms of ulcerative colitis, the second sought harm reduction information, and the third outlined 
symptoms of infectious endocarditis. The potential health issues were derived from the literature and in 
discussion with a physician who treats PWUD. The process of a think-aloud allows the researchers to 
not only capture the search terms used but also the justifications around word choice and search 
engine (Branch, 2000). During the information seeking think aloud we recorded audio and the screen 
to be able to capture search terms, information choice decisions, and areas on the search engine results 
page (SERP) read or clicked. Chrome was cleared of all cookies and data prior to each interview. 

The second phase uses the Result Assessment Tool (RAT) which was developed specifically for 
search engine researchers to be able to collect search results from the leading search engines.  Using the 
search terms from the think alouds, researchers queried RAT to learn more about whether search engine 
optimization (SEO) techniques have been used and if the results overlap between search engines.   

The third phase of this project will solicit expert feedback from healthcare providers about the 
relevancy and accuracy of SERPs produced in phase two utilizing RAT’s built-in survey function. The 
survey will be distributed through Prolific to recruit a national representation of healthcare providers.  

3. Preliminary Results 

We conducted 30 in-person interviews at two recovery community centers in Lexington, 
Kentucky. The interviews ranged from 7 to 29 minutes. The average age was 45 years old, ranging from 
22 to 70 years old.   
 
Think Aloud  

After participants heard and/or read each scenario, they were asked to search for information using 
the internet. Most chose to search via Google; other searches defaulted to Yahoo! due to the browser’s 
default settings. Only two participants went directly to a generative AI chatbot (Gemini and ChatGPT), 
though the majority limited their attention to the AI overview in search results. Participants often went 
straight to diagnosing the character using their own lived experiences rather than searching the 
symptoms listed, focused exclusively on one symptom, or bypassed a search and would go straight to 
a medical professional or emergency room. Overall, we noticed low information literacy skills, 
including computer literacy. For example, participants did not differentiate from sponsored links and 
organic SERP. Additionally, participants often did not click on the links directly, but rather read from 
the two to three line summary of the website. With regard to computer literacy the first few participants 
had difficulty navigating to a browser which led the researchers to leave Chrome open for future 
participants and others did not know how to use a mouse.  
 
Result Assessment Tool  

The following are preliminary results of five search queries for scenario one.2 Using RAT’s Chrome 
extension, the first 10 organic results and AI overviews were scraped from Google. For the 
five searches we collected 64 standard links, five AI overviews, and 81 AI sources. We chose to rerun 
the collected search terms through RAT because not every participant used the AI overview and it was 
often quickly scrolled past.  

The most glaring potential information quality issue is the high ranking of YouTube in the AI 
sources. As noted above, the majority of our participants did not explore information beyond the AI 
overview unless prompted by the interviewers asking them if they would click any of the links in the 
search results.   
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Healthcare Provider Feedback 

We recently completed data collection with healthcare providers on the relevancy and accuracy of 
both the organic search terms provided by the participants and the RAT provided AI overviews. These 
results are forthcoming. 
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