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Safety that represents the type and likelihood of 
adverse effects of medications is equally impor-
tant as effectiveness.1 In public health, communi-
cation can be defined as the symbolic exchange of 
shared meaning, and all acts related to communi-
cation can have both a transmission and a ritual-
istic component.2 Availability and appropriate 
provision or gaining of information regarding 
drug safety-related matters greatly influences the 
use of medications. Practitioners fail to suffi-
ciently identify the important role of patients in 
ensuring their own healthcare safety.3 Patients are 
no longer just passive recipients of healthcare ser-
vices or mere beneficiaries of top-down medical 
information but are active engaged members.4 
Patient safety can be greatly influenced if the right 
information is not available to the right person at 
the right time.3 Patient-centred health communi-
cation is becoming a necessity in today’s culture.5 
In today’s digital era, people are progressively uti-
lising the internet to access health-related infor-
mation and make health-related decisions.5 The 
internet is used as a medium to complement the 
health information provided by healthcare profes-
sionals (HCPs).6 Similarly, the internet plays a 
crucial role in obtaining drug safety-related infor-
mation.7 In this digital era, the significance of 
appropriate sharing of information regarding 
medication safety with patients and the public is 
discussed in the current editorial.

Patients usually search for safety-related informa-
tion while starting a new medication or when they 
experience some problems with a medication in 
use.8 They consult physicians, pharmacists, phar-
macy inserts, personal contacts, and the internet 
as sources of drug safety-related information.3,8,9 

In general, patients search for sources, such as 
pharmacists or physicians, that they believe are 
accurate, in depth, and free of economic interest 
because they are considered not to benefit from 
patients’ medication use.8 In addition to credible 
sources, patients use less trustworthy sources 
such as media sources and marketing sources for 
obtaining safety-related information.8 At the same 
time, numerous patients prefer information to be 
communicated to them in person.3 Patients usu-
ally use multiple sources and triangulate to con-
firm or complement what they have learned from 
one source with evidence from another.8

Patients often find it challenging to comprehend 
and appraise the trustworthiness of online health 
information.10 Although the use of the internet 
and health apps has increased tremendously, their 
quality is of serious concern.11 The lack of assur-
ance in the quality and significance of online 
health-related information could explain why 
patients search for such information in conjunc-
tion with a visit to their clinician.10 They might 
have trouble precisely interpreting information 
about drug safety, and misinterpretation may 
result in impaired adherence.8 One study reported 
that although many people performed these 
searches to support their decisions, they seldom 
modified their behaviour and appeared to be gen-
erally doubtful about the overall quality of online 
health information.10

If we consider pregnancy-related medication use, 
information is available on the internet through 
many sources, each with a different level of relia-
ble content, and the quality of these data is gener-
ally unclear for people.12 Pregnant women require 
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assistance and direction to access precise and 
dependable medication-related information.13 
Discrepancies in publicly available information 
on the safety of medications during pregnancy 
exist, and data supporting safety claims are lack-
ing.14 Similarly, a study that evaluated the accu-
racy of information on intrauterine devices 
available on the internet reported that many web-
sites had imbalanced information, overstressing 
problems and understating benefits.6 Selecting 
the most suitable website for information regard-
ing a specific health issue can be particularly con-
fusing for patients, and one of the main risks is 
that people could be acting on wrong, irrelevant, 
or incomplete information.10

The current digital revolution has had a signifi-
cant effect on how the concerned parties interact 
with patients.15 Noticing that less than accurate 
information obtained by patients from multiple 
less-credible sources may affect their perceptions 
and judgements is crucial, and hence, accurate 
communication between HCPs and patients is 
vital.12

In the present digital era, patients should receive 
dependable, rational, and vital information on 
medications from the experts themselves because 
this would avoid, reduce, or nullify (to a good 
extent) the negative effect of information obtained 
from other sources.16 Effective communication 
between HCPs and patients regarding side effects 
of drugs is extremely essential and an imperative 
component of effective patient–HCP interac-
tions.16,17 Opinion leader e-patients have reported 
that the collaboration between technology and 
healthcare is not sufficient on its own, and human 
touch and mutual communication cannot be 
replaced.18 HCPs, during their interaction with 
patients, should be wary of the possibility of 
nocebo effects when they inform patients about 
side effects.16 Accordingly, maintaining a balance 
between the positive and negative effects of shar-
ing information of side effects is essential, which 
is influenced by controlling information parame-
ters in the form of ‘who, what, how much, and 
how the information is provided’.16

In view of the presence of inaccurate information 
in online posts, health practitioners should be 
aware of information requirements and, along 
with adequate communication, should provide 
patients with dependable resources to help them 
make an evidence-based decision regarding 

medications.12 Medical professionals have a huge 
responsibility in involving patients as partners in 
designing care and decision-making. While guid-
ing them about using numerous digital health 
resources,19 HCPs should refer individuals to 
websites that provide accurate, complete, and 
transparent information.6,11 All members of the 
multidisciplinary treatment team should provide 
consistent, evidence-based messages on safety 
and efficacy, which will in turn help to arm the 
patients to combat the risks of messaging from 
family/friends and potentially from the internet.20 
Providing a combination of verbal and written 
health-related information that enables the provi-
sion of standardised information to patients or 
significant others is vital as it will improve knowl-
edge and satisfaction on the discussed aspects.21 
Improving the skill set of HCPs to differentiate 
between high- and low-quality content on the 
internet is a crucial step, although such an identi-
fication may not always be an easy task.9 Available 
tools and guidelines can benefit in assessing the 
quality of online health-related information.22–24 
HCPs need to be aware of the use of these qual-
ity-assessing tools and should judiciously use it 
while searching information for their personal  
use and introducing patients to online health 
resources. Furthermore, they should be prepared 
to explain the use of these tools to an internet-
aware general public.24 Providing patients or pub-
lic with digital skill support that focuses on 
helping people approach the internet more criti-
cally is required so that they can appraise infor-
mation and are not overwhelmed by it.25

HCPs should acknowledge and encourage the 
discussion of the patient’s online health informa-
tion-seeking behaviours in their consultations 
because people are hesitant to mention them-
selves.8,26 They may be afraid that clinicians 
would not consider them seriously, or they believe 
that the information that they had obtained online 
would not help the consultation process.10 
Pharmacists, especially during various stages 
including medication history interview taking, 
dispensing medications, and subsequent counsel-
ling, should attempt to understand what kind of 
information regarding the drugs in questions is 
possessed by the patient.

Considering that social media is quickly gaining 
importance as a source of information for patients, 
improving the quality of information in these net-
works is a crucial task.27 In recent times, drug 
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regulatory agencies require pharmaceutical manu-
facturers to screen the internet or digital media 
under their management or responsibility for 
potential reports of suspected adverse reactions.28 
Furthermore, they are required to post this infor-
mation on social media networks and also correct 
deceptive information posted by others.28 Credible 
sources such as regulatory agencies, physicians, 
and other HCPs should consider using various 
modes for disseminating realistic, trustworthy 
content on medication safety.29 Highlighting the 
significance of authoritative and quality-controlled 
websites is urgently required.10,26

Despite the concerns of overwhelming and not-
so-accurate information on medications in digital 
sources, inappropriate use by and overdepend-
ence of patients on digital sources, and concerns 
on the ability of patients and caregivers to com-
prehend and appraise the information obtained 
from the digital sources, advantages of the avail-
ability and use of such tools cannot be overlooked. 
Essential and effective use of digital healthcare 
resources provides digital and objective data 
accessible to both caregivers and patients making 
them proactive and can lead to an equal level doc-
tor–patient relationship with shared decision 
making and a democratisation of information and 
care.19,26 It allows patients to feel more empow-
ered in their own health-related decisions, increas-
ing access to support groups of patients or 
individuals with similar sets of concerns and 
experience.30 Further, use of digital sources could 
be beneficial in improving self-care of minor ail-
ments and long-term diseases.25

In conclusion, online health-related information 
sources are an inevitable component of today’s 
healthcare system, and there is no future without 
acknowledging its influence on patients and 
HCPs. Information obtained by patients on safety 
aspects greatly influences patients, especially their 
medication-taking behaviour. HCPs should 
acknowledge the potential online health informa-
tion-seeking behaviour of patients during initia-
tion and follow-ups, and accordingly address 
their queries using a proactive approach. To 
ensure that patients receive the available authen-
tic information, HCPs should share important 
safety-related aspects during interactions. The 
degree of digital literacy should be considered so 
that these patients could be directed to find qual-
ity and reliable information and accordingly could 
direct them to access it depending upon the 

requirement. Pharmacists are primarily responsi-
ble in ensuring the safe use of medications, and 
they should be proactive in understanding the 
medication safety information-seeking behaviours 
of patients, the type of information already pos-
sessed by them, and consequently should share 
the necessary information on these aspects.
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