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Abstract

The growth of the Internet over the last 10 years as a medium of information and 
as a communication technology has provided the opportunity for selling medical 
products and services online directly to the public. This chapter investigates on-
line medical consultations used for the purpose of prescribing and hence selling 
prescription drugs via the Internet. With consumers in mind, this chapter takes a 
critical look at this growing phenomenon from three perspectives—legal, ethical, 
and social—as a basis for discussion and to illustrate the problems raised by using 
the Internet in this way. The chapter concludes that online medical consultations 
pose greater dangers to patients compared to traditional off-line consultations. 
The chapter also concludes that while new technologies may aid doctors in making 
better diagnoses at a distance, they often bring new concerns. Finally, the chapter 
gives suggestions on safeguarding online consumers. 
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Introduction

The growth of the Internet over the last 10 years as a medium of information and 
as a communication technology has, not unsurprisingly, provided a foundation for 
the growth of direct-to-the-public online sales. Amongst the many commercial 
activities that are now flourishing in this environment are Internet pharmacies (e-
pharmacies, cyber pharmacies), providing a variety of products (e.g., health and 
beauty products) as well as prescription drugs. Some pharmacies only dispense 
drugs with a valid prescription, some provide online consultations for prescribing 
and dispensing medicines, and some dispense medications without a prescription 
(Radatz, 2004). 
Internet pharmacies provide various benefits to consumers but also bring many 
problems for regulators and consumers (George, 2005). Benefits include the ease and 
convenience of 24-hour shopping, increased consumer choice of products, increased 
consumer information, and information exchange between patient and pharmacist, 
generally lower costs, privacy, and availability of alternative treatments. Problems 
include uncertainty about the purity and quality of drugs sold, risks of buying drugs 
online, for example, related to foreign labels and use of different drug names in dif-
ferent countries, dispensing prescription drugs without a prescription, and the issuing 
of prescriptions through online consultations but without prior physical examination 
by a licensed physician. This latter aspect provides the focus of this chapter.
The chapter will first discuss online consultations, identifying various concerns. It 
will then discuss the various legal, social, and ethical issues related to this growing 
practice. The role of information technology both in terms of creating such problems 
but also possibly facilitating solutions will be examined. Finally, the chapter provides 
some suggestions on how consumers can be safeguarded in the future. 

Online.Medical.Consultations

Many Internet pharmacies provide online consultations as a first step towards selling 
prescription medicines online. These consultations usually require that a potential 
customer fill out an online questionnaire. A 2007 study by the U.S. National Centre 
of Addiction and Substance Abuse (CASA, 2007) concluded that: 

• Between 2004 and 2006 there was an increase in the number of Internet pharma-
cies (not requiring prescriptions) offering an online consultation: 2004—53% 
(76), 2005—57% (84), and 2006—58% (90);  



 

 

26 more pages are available in the full version of this document,

which may be purchased using the "Add to Cart" button on the

publisher's webpage: www.igi-global.com/chapter/online-

medical-consultations/18608

Related Content

Spiritual Intelligence and Organizational Commitment: A Case Study of the

Iranian Social Security Organization (ISSO)
Mohammad Abdolshah, Narges Tarahhomi, Ali Hossein Nejadand Amirmohammad

Khatibi (2018). Expert System Techniques in Biomedical Science Practice (pp. 1-21).

www.irma-international.org/chapter/spiritual-intelligence-and-organizational-commitment/205472

Standardization in Health and Medical Informatics
Josipa Kern (2006). Handbook of Research on Informatics in Healthcare and

Biomedicine (pp. 44-50).

www.irma-international.org/chapter/standardization-health-medical-informatics/20561

A Prospective Study on Electronystagmography (ENG) to Detect Vestibular

Disorders Using Simplified GUI
Natarajan Sriraam, Namitha Shivakumar, Poonam R.and Shamanth Dharmappa Y.

(2016). International Journal of Biomedical and Clinical Engineering (pp. 39-52).

www.irma-international.org/article/a-prospective-study-on-electronystagmography-eng-to-detect-

vestibular-disorders-using-simplified-gui/145166

Bone Age Assessment
S. Kavya, Pavithra Pugalendi, Rose Martina  P. A., N. Sriraam, K. S. Babuand Basavaraj

Hiremath (2013). International Journal of Biomedical and Clinical Engineering (pp. 1-10).

www.irma-international.org/article/bone-age-assessment/101925

Transcranial Magnetic Stimulation (TMS) as a Tool for Neurorehabilitation in

Parkinson’s Disease
Pablo Arias, Nelson Espinosaand Javier Cudeiro (2011). Handbook of Research on

Personal Autonomy Technologies and Disability Informatics (pp. 131-143).

www.irma-international.org/chapter/transcranial-magnetic-stimulation-tms-tool/48278

http://www.igi-global.com/chapter/online-medical-consultations/18608
http://www.igi-global.com/chapter/online-medical-consultations/18608
http://www.irma-international.org/chapter/spiritual-intelligence-and-organizational-commitment/205472
http://www.irma-international.org/chapter/standardization-health-medical-informatics/20561
http://www.irma-international.org/article/a-prospective-study-on-electronystagmography-eng-to-detect-vestibular-disorders-using-simplified-gui/145166
http://www.irma-international.org/article/a-prospective-study-on-electronystagmography-eng-to-detect-vestibular-disorders-using-simplified-gui/145166
http://www.irma-international.org/article/bone-age-assessment/101925
http://www.irma-international.org/chapter/transcranial-magnetic-stimulation-tms-tool/48278

