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-nendly GPjusta click away

As online diagnosis and prescription services expand, will virtual consultations become a reality?

herise of the internet
asaself-diagnosistool
has been well docu-
mented, but now the
web is emerging as a
platform for properly
regulated diagnosisand treatment.

Lloydspharmacy’sOnline Doctor,for
instance, offers a virtual consultation
withaGPand private prescriptionsdis-
pensed by post for conditions ranging
from impotence to hairloss.

And now the service is rolling out to
bricks-and-mortar pharmacies,allow-
ing customers to log on, obtain a pre-
scription and collect their treatment
withinafewminutes,withouttheneed
toseeaGPfacetoface.

Lloydspharmacy’s partner in this
venture is online health specialist Dr
Thom,whose own sexual health spe-
cialist service is regulated by the Care
Quality Commission.

Sothe space once dominated by cow-
boys is being colonised by reputable
healthcare brands that are following
robust clinical protocols and submit-
ting toindependent regulation.

In a few years, we may look back at
thesefirststepstowardsonline health-
carewithwhimsicalfondness,remark-
ing how,these days,fewof uswaittosee
GPsintheirsurgeryWemayinsteaduse
onlineservicesthatallowremotelyloc-
ated doctors to make virtual diagnoses,
using imaging and voice technology,
and write electronic prescriptions.

Some will argue that the bond bet-
ween doctor and patient is so ent-
renched in the consulting room that it
will never be supplanted by the inter-
net,other than at the fringes of health-
careand forisolated populations.

ButIbelieveconsumerforceswillres-
ult in significant expansion of online
consultation.Whether the NHS takes
advantage of the scale economies off-
ered by remote prescribing remains to
be seen, but the private sector will un-
doubtedlyact to meet consumer needs.
This presents an interesting challenge
forhealthcare communicators.

You're in charge of the NHS for the day. What one change would you make?
Establish a national programme of cash incentives for people who make

efforts to improve their health.

Tell us about an unsung hero in healthcare
The pharmacist. A wealth of knowledge and expertise not used enough by PCTs.
What did you learn from the most challenging healthcare comms task in

which you have been involved?

People struggle to understand the difference between hazard and risk. | learned this
trying to reassure the public about the health impact of genetically modified foods.

The boundary between health com-
municators and practitioners has
always been well defined.The consul-
tation room is not a medium (unless
youcountpostersenjoining ustowash
our hands) and the closest the media
get to diagnosis is the advice doled out
to anonymous readers in columns
pennedbymediamedics.Now,withthe
rise of online diagnosis, the consumer
and clinical domains have the poten-
tialtocollide like never before.

As ever with new departures, it is

easier to see the dangers than the
opportunities. Effective clinical gov-
ernance and regulation should ensure
that patients are not prescribed inap-
propriatetreatmentswhen theyaccess
reputable online services,but the chal-
lenge forhealthcare communicatorsis
more complex.

The barriers between editorial con-
tent,patientforumsanddiagnosticand
prescribingservicescouldbecomehazy
inthe online environment.Will media
owners, whose audiences implicitly

trust the health information they pro-
vide,be tempted to translate that trust
into revenue by providing access to
online consultation and prescribing?
(There is a precedent in financial com-
parison sites.) Might patient advocacy
groups followa similar path?

Communication that drives con-
sumers toawebsite,and in particulara
transactionalwebsite ismucheasierto
evaluate than activities designed to
drive brand values or educate public
andclinicalaudiences.

So,as online diagnosis and prescrip-
tionservicesexpand,thereislikelytobe
a growing demand for PR activity that
drives traffic to these services. PROs
willneed tominetheirdeepestreserves
of creativity to persuade potentially
sceptical media to direct their audi-
ences to such services - and they will
need to resist the temptation to use
hyperbole and misdirection todoso.
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