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Gambling with Health: The Danger of Expanding
Telemedicine in Korea N

Written by Eumin SHIN

Department of English Language and Literature, Yonsei University

Telemedicine in Korea is limited to medical support between doctors. Although the government has tried to
expand telemedicine into patient care since 2000, they keep facing a huge backlash from the medical community.
A number of doctors claim that remote care will privatize health care and make treatments less accurate.
Such discord between health authorities and doctors has suspended the expansion of telemedicine for 20
years. However, the advent of COVID-19 has changed the medical environment. In order to prevent secondary
infections, the government temporarily allowed phone consultations and prescriptions for those who have fever
or respiratory symptoms. This shows that the current pandemic surely calls for the New Normal in which ‘untact’
health care receives attention. As several countries have been conducting remote care actively, the Korean
government seeks to jump on the bandwagon.

In July 2020, health authorities announced the plan to legalize telemedicine between doctors and patients
after COVID-19. The medical community opposed it as expected, stating that the government made an impetuous
decision without considering doctors’ opinions and the current medical system. The president of Korean Medical
Association said “[telemedicine] can never be negotiated in a short time and that telemedicine will be in the
hands of doctors” [1]. While the government decided to defer expanding telemedicine, they should keep in
mind the necessity of remote care has to be considered from a patient-centered perspective. Unfortunately, this
viewpoint implies that expanding telemedicine can also mean gambling with health. Due to the lack of practical
effectiveness for patients, telemedicine should not be expanded after the pandemic in Korea because it overlooks
the digital divide, potential misdiagnosis, and personal data breach.

Telemedicine ignores the digital divide between patients
and the consequences of an inherent discriminative
aspect. The development of ICT applied to telemedicine
may intensify digital divide and get rid of certain patients’
chances to receive remote care. Kim Bong-seop, a
researcher of National Information Society Agency,
argued about severity of digital divide that “---2& A
S0| 2eQlo 2 Hoi7t7| AlEstHM ‘20[2) 0| =HHFICH [
as everything starts to become online, [discomfort] has
changed to ‘disadvantage’]” [2]. Telemedicine in the digital
era increasingly relies on advanced technology such as

chatbots or wearable devices. Regardless of the types,
network and digital devices have generally become main requisites for using telemedicine. What matters is
that digital divide makes it difficult for some people to meet those fundamental preparations. People who may

experience disadvantages are, for example, patients living in areas with insufficient network access or who can’t
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afford devices. Poor digital literacy is likely to work as another obstacle, especially for the elderly unfamiliar with
digital systems. In this way, digital divide takes away certain people’s opportunities to receive remote care.

The subsequent result is the absence of their “data” on telemedicine use. Their data may include the frequency
of receiving remote care, the level of dependence on the service, or inconvenience with technology. Digital divide
will rule out those data of patients living in certain regions or of certain ages. Exclusion of data is the serious
problem as Kim Bong-seop said that “M= F4AHZ2| H0|E{7t E0{7tX| Z8H, 0|52 ATt Al MALIX| gk=Ct [If
data of underserved people are not included, there will be no society for them]” [2]. Those patients in blind spots
might be left unattended again since telemedicine loses the diversity of its users.

Another reason for opposing expansion of telemedicine in Korea is the risk of misdiagnosis. Lindsay Lowe, an
attorney at Wolfe Pincavage, a boutique law firm in Florida, stated that “According to a recent analysis conducted
by CRICO---66% of telemedicine-related claims received from 2014 through 2018, were diagnosis related” [3].

e Telemedicine limits precise diagnosis since doctors
should treat patients with their body images
shown on devices or health status recorded by
patients themselves. Screen resolution, clarity, and
surrounding environments of patients like lights
and noises will affect accuracy of remote care.
Even if particular diseases require comprehensive
examinations, doctors have no choice but to rely
on visual-auditory means and digital data. This

limitation will make it difficult for doctors to find a

clear relationship between symptoms.

In addition, telemedicine prevents doctors to build rapport with patients. Dhruv Khullar, a physician at Weill
Cornell Medicine, highlighted the importance of clinical rapport that “It has sometimes been found to have
as large an effect on disease prevention as commonly used medications. And it’s a central driver of patient
satisfaction” [4]. During remote care, it is inevitably hard for doctors to build rapports with patients since there
are insufficient nonverbal expressions, so-called “subtle cues” [4]. Deficiency in mental bonds between doctors
and patients may increase the possibility of miscommunication and misdiagnosis. Patients are likely to have low
expectations or lack trust toward their doctors. Consequently, it will be hard for patients to understand goals of
medical care and instructions from doctors.

The last concern with expansion of telemedicine is health data breach. As people living in the pandemic
have relied heavily on the digital environment, the severity of data breach has been stressed again. Health
data is especially vulnerable to cyberattacks, according
to Ryan Basen, an investigative writer of MedPage Today.
He stated that “more than 41 million patient records were
breached last year, according to the patient care analytics
firm, Protenus, with reported hacking incidents up 48.6%
over 2018” [5]. Specifically, in regard to data breach among
telemedicine, Irdeto, the company in digital platform
security pinpointed “insecure data transmission methods

and authentication vulnerabilities in telemedicine providers'

data flows and encryption schemes” [5]. People might be
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unaware of how their data is accessed and exploited by third parties that are relevant in operating telemedicine
devices and platforms. Patients recording health data on a daily basis might be more exposed to privacy invasion.
Also, it should be noted that prior consent about privacy statements will not have much effect on health data
protection. Patients who do not know professional terms of technology and medical laws will not grasp the
information. Nevertheless, if they want to sign up for telemedicine, there is no other choice but to agree to all the
clauses in the contracts.

In conclusion, telemedicine in Korea should not be expanded into patient care after the pandemic. The
government’s attempt to legalize remote care does not seem effective for patients as it overlooks repercussions
of digital divide, misdiagnosis, and data breach. These risks are never trivial issues that should be ignored or
expected to be naturally solved as time goes by. Therefore, it is quite understandable why the medical community
will not simply cooperate with the government to conduct remote care. Accordingly, health authorities have to

contemplate expansion of telemedicine from the patient-centered perspective, rather than blindly promoting the

medical policy with positive expectations. Remote care should not be a gamble with health as national health

®

care directly affects life quality of the people. 7+
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