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Abstract

There has been an exponential growth in the number of patients dealing with long-term disease who have access to
and engage in online peer-to-peer support forums (also known as 'online patient support groups’) as a result of the
increased access to the Internet and the advancement in technology. Some study has demonstrated changes in the
quality of life of patients who have participated in online patient support groups during the pandemic. There are wide
variety of online patient support groups are available from before but engagement in this groups increases with the
epidemic blow up. Some obstacles to enter online patient support groups include awareness, time limitations and the
confrontation with derogatory implications of the illness.The goal of the article is to explore the experience of the
patients, general public, and health practitioners of online patient support groups during COVID-19.
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Introduction

There has been an exponential growth in the number of patients dealing with long-term disease who have
access to and engage in online peer-to-peer support forums (also known as ‘online patient support groups') as
a result of the increased access to the Internet and the advancement in technology. Patients can connect with
other patients through online patient support groups via written communication, either synchronous (e.g.
chatting) or asynchronous (e.g. discussion room), and these groups can be proficiently moderated or
moderated appropriately by peers [1]. There are two types of online communities: synchronous groups
(simultaneously online with each member) and asynchronous groups (in which member can interface to the
group various times). Although synchronous groups may be based on text alone, they are typically video
conferences, using platforms that allow audio and video communication (e.g., Zoom, Vsee, Doxy.me).
Typically, asynchronous parties use online forums (e.g., Google groups), while they can also use Instant
Messaging Services (e.g. WhatsApp) which are based only on text messages [2]. Online patient support
groups have several functions: educating patients/family, sharing disease experience, inspiring their
participants, raising public consciousness, and raising funds. The research have indicated an increase in the
quality of life of people with head and neck cancer who have engaged in support groups [3].

Coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) was first described in China in December 2019 [4] and is an
infectious disease caused by a novel virus called coronavirus extreme acute respiratory syndrome
(SARS-CoV-2) [5]. In most patients, infection with COVID-19 ends up in moderate symptoms like fever
and dry cough, however in some cases, particularly notably those with underlying health issues and immune
deficiencies, COVID-19 will be a lot of extreme and may cause serious complications like acute metabolism
distress syndrome or maybe death[6]. The science and patient support communities were able to identify the
need to offer information on COVID-19 to patients [7]. When the pandemic erupted, the reaction to the

http://annalsofrscb.ro 3323


http://annalsofrscb.ro/

Annals of R.S.C.B., ISSN:1583-6258, Vol. 25, Issue 3, 2021, Pages. 3323 - 3328
Received 16 February 2021; Accepted 08 March 2021.

latest recommendations for security and social distancing soon changed. Visits to the doctor were made to
the iPads. Some patient advocacy programs have done somewhat well in their attempts to offer support
through online patient support groups [8].The authorities in China, Singapore and Australia have reported
that the emotional side effects of the pandemic have been shown and raised concern that the long-term
effects of fear and hysteria could be more dangerous than the pandemic [9,10,11]. Pandemic has decreased
the possibility of communicating emotionally with family and friends, leading to isolation. It can increase
anxiety and depressive symptoms [12]. If these signs are left unattended, they can affect people in the long
term. Psychological therapy should ensure that the overall well-being of the patient is adequately managed.
Resource delivery, such as online patient support groups, is expected to help patients preserving and
handling acute and acute psychological well-being [13].

Research Questions

The research questions on which the review paper has been based are:

* Why Online Patient Support Groups were used during COVID - 19?

* What are the advantages of using Online Patient Support Groups during COVID - 19?

» What are the dis-advantages of using Online Patient Support Groups during COVID - 19?

Discussions

Different reasons to use Online Patient Support Groups during COVID - 19

During the epidemic of COVID-19, China is aggressively offering numerous telemental health services.
This programs are offered by government and university organizations which includes counseling,
monitoring, instruction and psychoeducation across online channels (e.g., hotline, WeChat, and Tencent
QQ). It is necessary to communicate all health needs when patients need to be alone. The Govt. and
university organizations promotes the use of telehealth as a powerful means of meeting the physical and
social needs of all patients, located in different geographical position [13].

The epidemic of COVID-19 and associated restrictive initiatives had a major effect on the use of online
assistance. The potential reason for the rapid, significant and temporary rise in unplanned online help usage
is that people have been greatly concerned and have encountered a high degree of anxiety, particularly
within the first weeks of the crisis, prompting more people to access the service ) [14]. Online patient
support groups became places of active public interaction during the COVID-19 epidemic, in which Chinese
civilians demonstrated care and support, participated in accusations and opposition, and interacted with
officials [15].

Online Patient support groups also offer peer support, and one such group on Facebook called the "Long
Covid Support Group” has now more than 7000 members [16]. This group advocates for "proper
rehabilitation, research and recognition." The "longcovid" hashtag is used on social media to express
personal experiences. England had started an internet portal (online patient support group) during the
pandemic, where individuals who have long-term symptoms of covid-19 (not only patients who have been
taken to hospital) can interact with nurses, physiotherapists and mental health professionals. The portal will
also provide users with access to a local clinical team that listens to enquiries and an online peer networking
group, fitness tutorials and mental health support [17].

During this pandemic, global support networks and the development of online support communities could
also help individuals to stay connected [18]. Mutual health associations have switched their sessions to
streaming video channels. Often, community-based rehabilitation groups have joined hands to provide
remote treatment group meetings for people with a range of recovery pathways (e.g., 12-step, secular, and
medication-assisted). Online recovery support groups meeting involvement, like in-person groups meetings,

http://annalsofrscb.ro 3324


http://annalsofrscb.ro/

Annals of R.S.C.B., ISSN:1583-6258, Vol. 25, Issue 3, 2021, Pages. 3323 - 3328
Received 16 February 2021; Accepted 08 March 2021.

could help improve coping, self-efficacy, and inspiration by variations of fresh knowledge and insights,
ready access to active support, and vicarious learning focused on peers. Online recovery support can also
provide resources, but to a lesser degree than in-person groups, for integrated social network improvements
[19].

A vast amount of potentially harmful disinformation has been created about the pandemic and much of it has
been spread via social networks. This false news is made up of different components of an outbreak that is
capable of impacting public safety and, once again, exasperates crisis management. The reports of the
pandemic spread quicker than the virus, data can therefore be made available to the public and shown.
Experts also proposed a variety of techniques for the use of online patient support groups to correct health
misconceptions, including timely professional advice, day-to-day public health awareness, and a periodic
contact correction campaign with the general public. This rectification policy would be successful if it were
enforced easily and openly, although the facts could still be presented and shown to the public along with
the appropriate document [20].

People who are not afflicted with a pandemic should get frequent care without the fear of being  exposed to
other patients in the hospital, particularly those at higher risk of being sick (e.g.old people and those with the
chronic diseases)[21]. The use of online patient support groups as a telemedicine platform in epidemic
situation has the potential to improve epidemiological research, illness detection and medical case
management [22].

Benefits

In reality, the body is not missing from online relationships. Therapists still see and feel their body, and the
members of the party still feel theirs. What's lacking is body-to-body coordination or body language reading.
The therapist can ask the patient to monitor their body sensations or, if appropriate, to move in space (e.g. to
separate themselves from the screen or to catch up with it) according to complex situations and the needs of
medical treatment [23].

Online patient support groups provides much-needed peer links, and doctors and trainees can facilitate
those[24]. Online patient support groups for patients with chronic inflammatory skin disorders should be
associated with the use of telemedicine, especially mobile telemedicine (such as WhatsApp), this leads to a
more useful approach to increase commitment to care and improve the quality of life related to health,
particularly in this extraordinary condition in which face-to-face visits are not feasible [25].

Immersive courses address obstacles to in-person distribution when delivering a variety of services (e.g.,
fitness, music). Interestingly, satisfaction was high even though a unidirectional experience was needed for
privacy considerations. Future online patient support groups that allow users to communicate with
physicians and each other will also alleviate depression and social alienation, essential priorities of care for
patients and survivors before and after COVID-19 [26, 27].

During the lockdown, education on how to treat diabetes has also persisted. On April 28 and 29, MyWay
Digital Wellness, a spun-out organization from the University of Dundee, UK, administered a free online
course entitled "Understanding Type 2 Diabetes,” drawing 2000 participants, ranging from individuals with
diabetes and their caregivers to healthcare practitioners and members of the public. The course provided
material on the causes of diabetes, how the likelihood of future complications could be minimized, and
screening data. It also highlighted recordings of people with diabetes discussing their meetings, as well as
the ability for participants to ask questions and share their meetings in a guided conversation [28].

Telehealth and online patient support groups tend to be on the right track to help physicians accelerate
efforts to better manage chronic health problems in the community. When telehealth begins to gain motion
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and people are searching for new opportunities to communicate with doctors and their own healthcare,
online patient support groups appears to be a clear way to improve these ambitions [29].

The benefits of online patient support groups also include quick and continuous access, as well as their
collaborative nature, which is vital for the rapid initiation of treatment and is compatible with the principle
of fair access. However, the use of online patient support groups(OPSGs) depends on the consistency and
speed of the internet, which has also become a problem, but according to many researchers, OPSGs have a
major role to play in the swift decision-making of doctors and the prompt implementation of care and
preventive steps [30].

Limitations

Online patient support groups may not be ideal for people in acute distress and others who are easily
deregulated. Affect regulation by body-to-body contact is also impossible online. Such clients typically need
more time and energy that the organization cannot afford, particularly online, it is also difficult to reach out
to them when crisis response is needed, since they are not physically available. Therefore, severely stressed
clients with suicidal ideation should not be involved in online communities [2].

Most of the participants identified problems due to a lack of technical infrastructure, especially problems
with the speed and stability of the Internet link, on the part of either the patient or the therapist. In addition,
some clients do not have the requisite equipment, such as a smartphone. As far as the mediated essence of
contact is concerned, the most commonly mentioned difficulty involves the absence of non-verbal signs that
practitioners typically use in face-to-face interactions, such as stance and hand gestures, but also overall
demeanor, like smell. It is more difficult for practitioners to interact with their customers or express their
desired message clearly [31].

For women who delivered during lockdown, reliance on support from online patient support groups was
slightly lower, likely because their children were younger and they required more realistic support for the
advancement of breastfeeding or other kinds of treatment. Women in this community have indicated more
regular contact with health practitioners [32].

The general population, who have fewer pandemic details, has been mistaken for diagnosis and treatment-
related misinformation. Examples of risks associated with inadequate health contact may be taken from
Nigeria, where health authorities have reported several cases of chloroquine overdose after reports of its
success in the treatment of pandemics has been released in the media [33]. The World Health Organisation
(WHO), which has collaborated with a variety of social networking platforms (Online patient support
groups), has agreed to address this disinformation and promote important announcements from health
organizations [34].

Conclusions

Advancement in technology has increased the number of users of online patient support groups. Patients
discuss with their fellow patients, Physicians and Caregivers about the disease and experience via written
communication, forums etc. The study found that after the Pandemic burst, some patient awareness services
were conducted online by patient service organizations to provide educational, emotional and social support
to patients and the general population about the disease. Govt. and many university organizations offered
programs which includes self-monitoring, Counselling through the powerful means of telehealth Social
networks provided a large amount of misleading knowledge about the COVID — 19. And the knowledge
spread quicker than the virus. Accordingly, as recommended by the experts— Online patient support groups
have been used to address health misconceptions and information through Guidance, Campaigns and the
evidence are presented to the public with an appropriate document. Online patient support groups are not
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suitable for people with chronic distress and pregnant women because, in this condition, physicians tend to
monitor patients' health on a regular basis.Online patient support groups are readily available from any
geographical area and have played a vital role in enhancing the patient's well-being since the pandemic.

Future scope of the study
The future study should be focused on the characteristics and limitations of online patient support groups
during the pandemic.
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