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HEALTH BASICS

Health tools

Health tools are tests, records, devices, and decision aids that help you understand and

manage health information.

WHAT IT IS

Methods and resources for understanding and managing health information

WHERE IT COMES UP

Appointments, screening, home monitoring, medicines, and health records

WHY IT MATTERS

Supports safer choices and clearer conversations about care

WHAT IT IS NOT

Not a disease or diagnosis

WHO TO ASK

Primary care clinician, pharmacist, or relevant health service

HOW IT IS CHECKED

Comparison with validated clinical methods or reliable records

Overview

"Health tools" is an umbrella term for resources that help you collect, understand, or use health

information. It is not a disease, diagnosis, or single type of medical equipment.

A health tool may be as simple as a written medicine list. It may also be a laboratory test, blood

pressure monitor, symptom diary, patient portal, screening questionnaire, risk calculator,

decision aid, or health app.

Common types include:

These tools can support healthcare, but they do not replace clinical assessment when one is

needed. A number from a device or calculator usually needs context, including why it was

measured, how it was measured, and what is already known about your health.

- Information tools , such as trusted health websites and medicine leaflets

- Record tools , such as patient portals and personal health records

- Measurement tools , such as thermometers and blood glucose meters

- Planning tools , such as appointment question lists and medicine schedules
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- Decision tools , which compare the possible benefits and harms of options

- Communication tools , such as interpreters and accessible information formats

How it works

Most health tools follow a simple path: they collect information, organize or interpret it, and

help someone decide what to do next.

A measuring device produces a value. A laboratory compares a sample with an established

method. A questionnaire turns your answers into a score. A risk calculator combines details

such as age, medical history, or test results to estimate the chance of an outcome. A decision

aid presents options and helps you consider what matters to you.

The output is not always a yes-or-no answer. For example, a laboratory result may be outside

its reference range without showing that you have a medical condition. Reference ranges

describe values found in a defined group of people. Results can also be affected by the test

method, timing, medicines, recent activity, or other circumstances.

Quality matters. Clinical tools are usually assessed for accuracy , meaning how close a

measurement is to the correct value. They may also be assessed for reliability , meaning

whether repeated use under similar conditions gives similar results.

Some apps and wearable devices are designed for general wellness rather than medical

diagnosis. Their readings may be useful for noticing patterns, but they may not have been

tested to the same standard as medical devices. Product wording such as "for wellness" or

"not for medical use" helps explain its intended purpose.

Privacy is another part of how a tool works. Information entered into a clinic's patient portal

may be covered by health privacy rules. Information shared with a consumer app may be

handled under different terms. The app's privacy notice should explain what is collected, where

it is stored, and whether it is shared.

Why it matters for your health

A suitable tool can make health information easier to use. An updated medicine list can reduce

confusion during an appointment. A home record can show changes over time. A patient portal

can give you access to results, visit notes, and messages from your care team.

Tools can also help you take part in decisions. A decision aid may explain the possible benefits,

harms, and uncertainties of a test or treatment. It does not choose for you. Its purpose is to
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support a conversation that includes your priorities and circumstances.

Screening tools are used to look for possible health problems before symptoms appear.

Whether a screening test is appropriate depends on factors such as age, health history, risk

factors, and the guidance used in your country or health system. A screening result is not

usually a diagnosis. An unusual result may lead to another test or assessment.

Accessibility affects whether a tool is useful. Language, vision, hearing, reading level, internet

access, cost, and confidence with technology can all matter. An interpreter, printed record,

large-text document, or telephone service may work better than an app. A tool should fit your

needs rather than create another barrier.

What can go wrong

Health tools can produce incomplete, misleading, or poorly understood information.

Measurement error can happen if equipment is damaged, used incorrectly, or unsuitable for its

intended purpose. A poorly fitting blood pressure cuff is one example. A single unusual reading

may not represent your usual level.

A false-positive result suggests that a condition may be present when it is not. This can lead to

worry or further testing. A false-negative result misses something that is present and may give

false reassurance.

Overdiagnosis means finding a condition that would never have caused harm during a person's

lifetime. It is a recognised possible effect of some screening programmes. It is different from a

false-positive result because the finding is real, but treating it may not improve health.

Risk scores can also be misunderstood. A score estimates what may happen in a group of

people with similar characteristics. It cannot predict with certainty what will happen to one

person. A calculator may be less accurate for people who were not well represented when it

was developed.

Records can contain errors, such as an outdated medicine, incorrect allergy, or note entered

under the wrong heading. Privacy breaches, unwanted data sharing, or loss of account access

can also occur.

Digital tools may widen access barriers when they require a recent device, stable internet

connection, particular language, or paid subscription. Commercial claims may make a tool

sound more medically useful than the evidence supports.

Most concerns can be raised during routine follow-up. Examples include an unclear result, a

repeated home reading that differs from clinic readings, or an error in your health record. Ask
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the service that produced the result or maintains the record how it should be reviewed.

Do not wait for an app, online checker, portal reply, or home reading if you may need

emergency help. Seek emergency care for signs such as severe difficulty breathing, new

weakness on one side, loss of consciousness, or severe chest pressure. Local emergency

services can advise when the situation is uncertain.

What you can do

Start by identifying the tool's purpose. Ask whether it is meant to provide general information,

monitor a known issue, screen for a possible problem, or guide a healthcare decision. A tool

designed for one purpose may not be reliable for another.

Useful actions include:

For an appointment, bring only information that can help answer a question. A short table of

readings may be more useful than hundreds of unlabelled data points. Include symptoms or

events that occurred at the same time, but do not change prescribed treatment based only on

a consumer tool unless your care plan tells you how to respond.

If a tool gives no reliable information, does not affect a decision, and is not required for your

care, there may be nothing you need to do with it. You can stop using it, especially if it causes

confusion or pressure without a clear benefit.

- Ask who created the tool and what evidence supports it

- Check whether a device is intended for medical or general wellness use

- Follow the instructions for preparation, positioning, timing, and repeat readings

- Record the date, circumstances, units, and device used for measurements

- Keep your medicine and allergy lists current

- Ask what an unusual result means and whether it needs confirmation

- Correct factual errors in your health record through the responsible service

- Review privacy settings before entering sensitive information into an app

Common questions

Is a health app a medical device?

Some are, but many are not. This depends on what the app is intended to do and how it is
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regulated. An app that diagnoses, monitors, or guides treatment may be treated differently

from one that tracks general exercise or sleep habits.

Can I trust a normal result from a home device?

A normal reading can be useful, but it does not rule out every health problem. Consider the

device's purpose, how the measurement was taken, and whether symptoms or other concerns

are present.

Why is my portal result marked abnormal?

The value may fall outside the laboratory's reference range. This does not by itself establish a

diagnosis. Results are interpreted alongside previous values, your health history, other tests,

and the reason for testing.

Are online symptom checkers accurate?

Their quality and purpose differ. They may help organize information or suggest a level of care,

but they can miss important details and cannot perform an examination. They should not delay

urgent or emergency care.

Who owns the information from a wearable?

Ownership and access rights depend on the service, local law, and the agreement you

accepted. Check whether the company can store, sell, combine, or share your data, and how

you can download or delete it.
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decision-making.
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- U.S. Preventive Services Task Force. Methods and Processes . Information on evaluating
evidence, screening benefits, and harms.
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