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BE AWARE OF WHO’S PROVIDING YOUR CARE 
Patients should exercise caution when using dermatology websites and apps 
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March 4, 2016 
 
OVERVIEW 
Thanks to the recent proliferation of websites and apps offering remote dermatologic 
consultations, patients may think they can receive quality care without ever leaving 
home. Not all of these teledermatology services offer the same standard of care, 
however, so patients should exercise caution when seeking such services. 
Fortunately, there are steps patients can take to evaluate dermatology websites and 
apps, allowing them to receive the best possible care while enjoying the benefits of a 
remote consultation. 
 
AMERICAN ACADEMY OF DERMATOLOGY EXPERT 
Information provided by Carrie Kovarik, MD, FAAD, associate professor, 
dermatology, dermatopathology and infectious diseases, University of Pennsylvania, 
Philadelphia. 
 
GOING REMOTE 
Because dermatology is such a visual specialty, Dr. Kovarik says, dermatologists 
were among the first specialists to utilize remote consultations, also known as 
telemedicine. Dermatologists have been evaluating disease images and discussing 
conditions over the phone for decades, she says, and the use of teledermatology has 
increased as technology has developed to accommodate it. Today, she says, 
patients can utilize computers and mobile devices to access dermatologic care when 
it might not otherwise be available, whether it’s because of insufficient insurance 
coverage, problems getting to the doctor’s office, or a lack of available 
dermatologists in rural areas or inner cities. 
 
Although some dermatology services can’t be performed adequately via remote 
consultation, Dr. Kovarik says, questions about an easily photographable problem 
like a rash or a suspicious spot are appropriate for teledermatology. Remote 
consultations also may be utilized for triage, allowing a doctor to provide an initial 
evaluation of a problem and determine how soon the patient needs to come into the 
office, she says. 
 
POTENTIAL PROBLEMS 
The growth of remote consultation services has included the development of direct-
to-consumer websites and apps that patients can access themselves via their 
computers, tablets and smartphones. While these services may be convenient, Dr. 
Kovarik advises caution in utilizing them. 
 
“A lot of patients are aware of these products and have probably seen them 
advertised,” she says. “However, there are no regulations in place to ensure the 
quality of teledermatology services, so it’s important to do your due diligence before 
seeking a remote consultation online or via a mobile app.” 
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Not all teledermatology services offer consultations with a licensed, board-certified 
dermatologist, Dr. Kovarik says, and many don’t let patients re-contact their initial provider for 
follow-up questions. Additionally, some services don’t allow patients to submit photos, she says, 
which makes an accurate diagnosis difficult. 
 
About 20 percent of patients who receive remote consultations require an in-person follow-up 
visit, Dr. Kovarik says, but not all services have a system in place to arrange such visits. Plus, 
she says, receiving a consultation from a provider who has no access to your medical records 
or history can lead to duplicated or fragmented care. 
 
WHAT YOU CAN DO 
Dr. Kovarik encourages patients to seek remote consultations from the health system they 
utilize for other medical care. This will allow them to work with an existing health team, 
alleviating many of the possible issues encountered with direct-to-consumer services. If this is 
not possible, however, she offers the following tips for evaluating remote consultation services: 

 Know your provider. You should only receive a consultation from a board-certified 
dermatologist who is licensed in your state. Ask for the provider’s credentials; if a remote 
consultation service won’t provide those credentials, don’t use that service. 

 Be choosy. Only use teledermatology services that allow you to select the dermatologist 
of your choice for your consultation. 

 Make sure to share. A quality teledermatology service should give you the opportunity 
to share your medical history and obtain a record of your consultation to share with your 
primary care provider or dermatologist. 

 Have a backup plan. Before engaging in a remote consultation, make sure the service 
has a plan in place to arrange for an in-person visit with a dermatologist in your area if 
your problem can’t be resolved remotely. Make sure this visit would take place in a 
physician’s office, rather than the emergency room. 

 When in doubt, go to the doctor. Don’t rely exclusively on remote consultations for 
dermatologic care. If you have a serious condition or one that can’t be evaluated 
remotely, make an appointment to visit a doctor in person. 

 
AMERICAN ACADEMY OF DERMATOLOGY EXPERT ADVICE 
“Remote consultations are a great option for patients, especially those without easy access to 
in-person dermatologic care,” Dr. Kovarik says. “However, it’s important for patients to 
understand that there are a wide variety of teledermatology services available, and some of 
them are better than others. Before engaging in a remote consultation, patients should evaluate 
the teledermatology service to ensure they’ll be receiving quality care.”  
 
MORE INFORMATION 
S030–Teledermatology Working for You: Customizing Use in the Changing Healthcare 
Environment 
Impact of store-and-forward (SAF) teledermatology on outpatient dermatologic care 
AAD Position Statement on Teledermatology 
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Headquartered in Schaumburg, Ill., the American Academy of Dermatology, founded in 1938, is the 
largest, most influential, and most representative of all dermatologic associations. With a membership of 
more than 18,000 physicians worldwide, the AAD is committed to advancing the diagnosis and medical, 
surgical and cosmetic treatment of the skin, hair and nails; advocating high standards in clinical practice, 
education, and research in dermatology; and supporting and enhancing patient care for a lifetime of 
healthier skin, hair and nails. For more information, contact the AAD at 1-888-462-DERM (3376) or 
www.aad.org. Follow the Academy on Facebook (American Academy of Dermatology), Twitter 
(@AADskin) or YouTube (AcademyofDermatology).

http://www.aad.org/
https://www.facebook.com/AADskin
https://twitter.com/AADskin
https://www.youtube.com/user/AcademyofDermatology


 

 

 


