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Self-Diagnosis via Search Engine Is on the Rise

Primary care physicians are the quarterbacks of 
healthcare. They ensure patients get the right treatment, 
in the right setting, by the right provider. But, they can 
only facilitate care when patients come to them—and 
this is becoming less common. Instead, patients are 
turning to search engines and symptom checkers for 
health guidance and self-diagnosis.

V  72% of people have searched for a  
health-related topic online1 

V  44% of people self-diagnose online,  
rather than see a medical professional2

The practice of researching symptoms online is actually 
so common that it earned its own term: cyberchondria 
(hypochondria fueled by online search). It may seem like 
a witty play on words, but it has serious implications.

Patients can find a lot of 
information on the Internet by 
typing in words related to their 
symptoms or search terms 
associated with a condition. 
However this often results in an 
avalanche of information, potentially 
causing a great deal of anxiety 
without ever getting close to the 
most accurate diagnosis.

– Dr. Mark Chen
   Internal medicine physician at 98point6

HEALTHCARE TREND SPOTLIGHT

OF PEOPLE USE THE INTERNET 
TO SELF-DIAGNOSE, RATHER 
THAN SEE A MEDICAL 
PROFESSIONAL.3

44% OF AMERICANS 
REPORT NOT 
HAVING A PERSONAL 
DOCTOR.⁴

21.9%

“



With insurance premiums rising, employers are transitioning from Preferred Provider 
Organizations (PPOs) to high-deductible health plans (HDHPs) to help reduce costs. 

V  Enrollment in PPOs dropped by 10% over the last two years5

V  Enrollment in HDHPs increased by 8% over the last two years6 

V  29% of covered private- and public-sector employees enrolled in an HDHP in 
2016—up from 4% in 20067 

Because of high out-of-pocket costs—which rose almost 230% per patient between 2006 
and 20158—HDHP subscribers often delay or prolong treatment.

There are many viable reasons for the continuous decline of proper primary care. Among the top three are:

Three Reasons the Internet Became the New MD

HEALTHCARE TREND SPOTLIGHT

1 Rising Cost of Healthcare and  
Increase in HDHPs

42.6% OF PRIVATE-SECTOR EMPLOYEES*  
IN THE U.S. HAVE HIGH-DEDUCTIBLE 

HEALTH PLANS.10

42.6%

*Employees with employer-sponsored health insurance

OF ADULTS REPORTED NOT 
SEEING A DOCTOR IN THE PAST 
12 MONTHS BECAUSE OF COST.913%



There’s a deficit of primary care doctors, and it’s growing 
each year. By 2025, a shortage of more than 52,000 
physicians is predicted.16 That means 65 million people will 
be living in what's known as a “primary-care desert.”17 

Given the shortage, wait times to see a doctor are 
increasing. The average wait time is now 24 days, up 30% 
since 2014.18 Combined with the consumers’ desire for 
on-demand everything, it’s not surprising that patients are 
avoiding or delaying the in-person care they need. In fact, a 
survey by 98point6 showed that appointment availability is 
the largest barrier to seeking care.

3 Shortage of Primary 
Care Physicians

Put simply, consumer expectations have changed with 
the convenience and immediacy of smartphones—which 
91% of U.S. adults keep within arm’s reach at all times.11 
Consumers have come to expect instant access to 
everything from movies and music to banking and books. 
And 64% of consumers even expect real-time interaction 
across all industries, including healthcare.12

Communication preferences have changed, too. Today, 
Americans send five times as many texts as phone 
calls,13 and text messaging is the most frequently used 
smartphone feature.14 These preferences extend into 
healthcare, with twice as many patients now wanting 
healthcare providers to communicate via text, compared 
to seven years ago.15

2 Changing Consumer 
Expectations

HEALTHCARE TREND 
SPOTLIGHT

48.7%

ONLY 48.7% OF THE NEED 
FOR PRIMARY CARE HEALTH 

PROFESSIONALS IS MET IN THE U.S.19   

Three Reasons the Internet Became the New MD



Dr. Internet: Not the Best Medicine

Inaccurate Diagnosis
There’s no shortage of medical information online, but what’s out there is often 
outdated or inaccurate. Symptom checkers are also a tempting resource, but in a 
study led by researchers at Harvard Medical School, symptom checkers had the right 
initial diagnosis only 34% of the time.20 

Decreased Productivity
With misdiagnosed or unaddressed issues come sick days, which have a huge impact 
on productivity and associated costs. According to the Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention, productivity losses linked to absenteeism cost U.S. employers $225.8 
billion annually, or $1,685 per employee.21 Working at less than full capacity while 
sick also impacts employers, costing them 60% of the total cost of worker illness.22

Unnecessary Expense
Web-based symptom checkers tend to be overly cautious, often encouraging users 
to seek unnecessary treatment.23 This can lead to ER and urgent care visits, both of 
which are far more expensive than primary care.

Asking the Internet for medical advice has become somewhat of a new norm—but that 
convenience comes at a cost. Self-diagnosis on the Internet is not always a good practice.



THE IMPORTANCE OF PRIMARY CARE

V 5.0% decrease in outpatient visits

V 5.5% decrease in inpatient admissions

V 10.9% decrease in ER visits

V 7.2% decrease in surgeries24

V 5.3% decrease in mortality, avoiding 127,617 deaths in the U.S. annually25

If everyone in the U.S. saw a primary care doctor first for their care, it would save 
approximately $67 billion per year.26

While the Internet can provide valuable health 
information, it’s not an adequate substitute for medical 
care from a qualified physician. It may seem like an 
impossible task for employers to provide a service that 
fits employees’ expectations for cost and convenience 
while also providing quality care, but there’s an 
emerging group of technology services growing to 
meet this demand. The goal of these organizations is to 
make primary care as available and affordable as online 
search, driving users from the Internet toward quality 
care from board-certified physicians. While these 
products are new, early data shows that the market is 
ready for fresh solutions. 

98point6 is one of these services, offering on-
demand, text-based diagnosis and treatment from 
board-certified physicians via a mobile app. 98point6, 
which launched in 2018, is showing higher utilization 

rates than traditional telemedicine within the first 
30-60 days of introducing it to employees, in a broad 
range of industries and across all demographics. High 
satisfaction rates are also emerging: 98point6 had 39% 
repeat users between January and August 2018, and 
89% of users between March and August 2018 said they 
would use the service again. In addition, 98point6 is 
showing great promise of population health impact by 
resolving 94% of their visits directly. 

We’re at an exciting time in the health benefits world 
as new advancements develop that meet employees’ 
evolving needs, habits and expectations. By offering 
a tech-enabled primary care solution that combines 
convenience and affordability with high-quality care, 
employers have the opportunity to improve overall 
health, reduce overall costs—and boost office 
productivity and morale.

How Employers Can Tackle This Issue

The impact of primary care physicians is profound. Adding just one PCP for 10,000 people 
can result in:



REFERENCES

 1 Pew Research Center. “Health Online.” 2013.  
http://www.pewinternet.org/2013/01/15/health-online-2013/

 2 The Tinker Law Firm. “Cyberchondriacs.” 2018.  
http://www.seattlemalpracticelawyers.com/cyberchondriacs/

 3 The Tinker Law Firm. “Cyberchondriacs.” 2018.  
http://www.seattlemalpracticelawyers.com/cyberchondriacs/

 4 Kaiser Family Foundation. “Percent of Adults Reporting Not Having a 
Personal Doctor.” 2016.  
https://www.kff.org/other/state-indicator/percent-of-adults-
reporting-not-having-a-personal-doctor/?currentTimeframe=0&sor
tModel=%7B%22colId%22:%22Location%22,%22sort%22:%22asc%
22%7D

 5 Kaiser Family Foundation. “2016 Employer Health Benefits Survey.” 
September 14, 2016.  
https://www.kff.org/report-section/ehbs-2016-summary-of-findings/

 6 Kaiser Family Foundation. “2016 Employer Health Benefits Survey.” 
September 14, 2016.  
https://www.kff.org/report-section/ehbs-2016-summary-of-findings/

 7 Kaiser Family Foundation. “2016 Employer Health Benefits Survey.” 
September 14, 2016.  
https://www.kff.org/report-section/ehbs-2016-summary-of-findings/

 8 Kaiser Family Foundation. “2015 Employer Health Benefits Survey.” 
September 22, 2015.  
https://www.kff.org/report-section/ehbs-2015-summary-of-findings/

 9 Kaiser Family Foundation. “Percent of Adults Reporting Not Seeing a 
Doctor in the Past 12 Months Because of Cost.” 2016.  
https://www.kff.org/other/state-indicator/could-not-see-doctor-
because-of-cost/?currentTimeframe=0&sortModel=%7B%22colId%2
2:%22Location%22,%22sort%22:%22asc%22%7D

 10 State Health Access Data Assistance Center. “State-Level Trends in 
Employer Sponsored Health Insurance 2012-2016.” August 2017.  
http://www.shadac.org/sites/default/files/ESI_Fact_Sheets_
August2017/All_State_Two_Pagers_Combined_Aug2017.pdf

 11 Forbes. “Fifty Essential Mobile Marketing Facts.” November 12, 2013.   
https://www.forbes.com/sites/cherylsnappconner/2013/11/12/fifty-
essential-mobile-marketing-facts/#60fc30877475

 12 Salesforce. “Customer Expectations Hit All-Time Highs.” 2016. 
https://www.salesforce.com/blog/2017/07/customers-expectations-
in-age-of-the-customer.html

 13 Psychology Today. “Are You Hiding Behind Your Texts?” June 27, 2017. 
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/clear-
communication/201706/are-you-hiding-behind-your-texts

 14 Nielsen. “The Mobile Consumer Report.” February 2013.  
http://www.nielsen.com/content/dam/corporate/uk/en/documents/
Mobile-Consumer-Report-2013.pdf

 15 Televox. “The Growing Demand for Patient Text Communications.”  
July 12, 2018.  
https://www.televox.com/the-growing-demand-of-text-
communications-from-patients/

 16 Annals of Family Medicine. “Projecting US Primary Care Physician 
Workforce Needs: 2010-2025.” June 19, 2012.  
http://www.annfammed.org/content/10/6/503.full

 17 Marketwatch. “America’s facing a shortage of primary-care doctors.” 
April 4, 2016.  
https://www.marketwatch.com/story/americas-1-million-doctor-
shortage-is-right-upon-us-2016-04-01

 18 Merrit Hawkins. “2017 Survey of Physician Appointment Wait Times.”  
September 22, 2017.  
https://www.merritthawkins.com/news-and-insights/thought-
leadership/survey/survey-of-physician-appointment-wait-times/

 19 Kaiser Family Foundation. “Primary Care Health Professional Shortage 
Areas (HPSAs).” December 31, 2017.  
https://www.kff.org/other/state-indicator/primary-care-health-
professional-shortage-areas-hpsas/?currentTimeframe=0&sortModel
=%7B%22colId%22:%22Location%22,%22sort%22:%22asc%22%7D

 20 The Harvard Gazette. “Self-diagnosis on Internet not always good 
practice.” July 8, 2015.  
https://news.harvard.edu/gazette/story/2015/07/self-diagnosis-on-
internet-not-good-practice/

 21 The Harvard Gazette. “Self-diagnosis on Internet not always good 
practice.” July 8, 2015.  
https://news.harvard.edu/gazette/story/2015/07/self-diagnosis-on-
internet-not-good-practice/

 22 The CDC Foundation. “Worker Illness and Injury Costs U.S. Employers 
$225.8 Billion Annually.” January 28, 2015.  
https://www.cdcfoundation.org/pr/2015/worker-illness-and-injury-
costs-us-employers-225-billion-annually

 23 The CDC Foundation. “Worker Illness and Injury Costs U.S. Employers 
$225.8 Billion Annually.” January 28, 2015.  
https://www.cdcfoundation.org/pr/2015/worker-illness-and-injury-
costs-us-employers-225-billion-annually

 24 American College of Physicians. “How is a Shortage of Primary Care 
Physicians Affecting the Quality and Cost of Medical Care?” 2008.  
https://www.acponline.org/acp_policy/policies/primary_care_
shortage_affecting_hc_2008.pdf

 25 National Center for Biotechnology Information. “Contribution of 
Primary Care to Health Systems and Health.” September 2005. 
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2690145/

 26 Primary Care Progress. “The Case for Primary Care.” 2018.  
https://www.primarycareprogress.org/primary-care-case/

http://www.pewinternet.org/2013/01/15/health-online-2013/
http://www.seattlemalpracticelawyers.com/cyberchondriacs/
http://www.seattlemalpracticelawyers.com/cyberchondriacs/
https://www.kff.org/other/state-indicator/percent-of-adults-reporting-not-having-a-personal-doctor/?currentTimeframe=0&sortModel=%7B%22colId%22:%22Location%22,%22sort%22:%22asc%22%7D
https://www.kff.org/other/state-indicator/percent-of-adults-reporting-not-having-a-personal-doctor/?currentTimeframe=0&sortModel=%7B%22colId%22:%22Location%22,%22sort%22:%22asc%22%7D
https://www.kff.org/other/state-indicator/percent-of-adults-reporting-not-having-a-personal-doctor/?currentTimeframe=0&sortModel=%7B%22colId%22:%22Location%22,%22sort%22:%22asc%22%7D
https://www.kff.org/other/state-indicator/percent-of-adults-reporting-not-having-a-personal-doctor/?currentTimeframe=0&sortModel=%7B%22colId%22:%22Location%22,%22sort%22:%22asc%22%7D
https://www.kff.org/report-section/ehbs-2016-summary-of-findings/
https://www.kff.org/report-section/ehbs-2016-summary-of-findings/
https://www.kff.org/report-section/ehbs-2016-summary-of-findings/
https://www.kff.org/report-section/ehbs-2015-summary-of-findings/
https://www.kff.org/other/state-indicator/could-not-see-doctor-because-of-cost/?currentTimeframe=0&sortModel=%7B%22colId%22:%22Location%22,%22sort%22:%22asc%22%7D
https://www.kff.org/other/state-indicator/could-not-see-doctor-because-of-cost/?currentTimeframe=0&sortModel=%7B%22colId%22:%22Location%22,%22sort%22:%22asc%22%7D
https://www.kff.org/other/state-indicator/could-not-see-doctor-because-of-cost/?currentTimeframe=0&sortModel=%7B%22colId%22:%22Location%22,%22sort%22:%22asc%22%7D
http://www.shadac.org/sites/default/files/ESI_Fact_Sheets_August2017/All_State_Two_Pagers_Combined_Aug2017.pdf
http://www.shadac.org/sites/default/files/ESI_Fact_Sheets_August2017/All_State_Two_Pagers_Combined_Aug2017.pdf
https://www.forbes.com/sites/cherylsnappconner/2013/11/12/fifty-essential-mobile-marketing-facts/#60fc30877475
https://www.forbes.com/sites/cherylsnappconner/2013/11/12/fifty-essential-mobile-marketing-facts/#60fc30877475
https://www.salesforce.com/blog/2017/07/customers-expectations-in-age-of-the-customer.html
https://www.salesforce.com/blog/2017/07/customers-expectations-in-age-of-the-customer.html
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/clear-communication/201706/are-you-hiding-behind-your-texts
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/clear-communication/201706/are-you-hiding-behind-your-texts
http://www.nielsen.com/content/dam/corporate/uk/en/documents/Mobile-Consumer-Report-2013.pdf
http://www.nielsen.com/content/dam/corporate/uk/en/documents/Mobile-Consumer-Report-2013.pdf
https://www.televox.com/the-growing-demand-of-text-communications-from-patients/
https://www.televox.com/the-growing-demand-of-text-communications-from-patients/
https://www.marketwatch.com/story/americas-1-million-doctor-shortage-is-right-upon-us-2016-04-01
https://www.marketwatch.com/story/americas-1-million-doctor-shortage-is-right-upon-us-2016-04-01
https://www.kff.org/other/state-indicator/primary-care-health-professional-shortage-areas-hpsas/?currentTimeframe=0&sortModel=%7B%22colId%22:%22Location%22,%22sort%22:%22asc%22%7D
https://www.kff.org/other/state-indicator/primary-care-health-professional-shortage-areas-hpsas/?currentTimeframe=0&sortModel=%7B%22colId%22:%22Location%22,%22sort%22:%22asc%22%7D
https://www.kff.org/other/state-indicator/primary-care-health-professional-shortage-areas-hpsas/?currentTimeframe=0&sortModel=%7B%22colId%22:%22Location%22,%22sort%22:%22asc%22%7D
https://news.harvard.edu/gazette/story/2015/07/self-diagnosis-on-internet-not-good-practice/
https://news.harvard.edu/gazette/story/2015/07/self-diagnosis-on-internet-not-good-practice/
https://news.harvard.edu/gazette/story/2015/07/self-diagnosis-on-internet-not-good-practice/
https://news.harvard.edu/gazette/story/2015/07/self-diagnosis-on-internet-not-good-practice/
https://www.cdcfoundation.org/pr/2015/worker-illness-and-injury-costs-us-employers-225-billion-annually
https://www.cdcfoundation.org/pr/2015/worker-illness-and-injury-costs-us-employers-225-billion-annually
https://www.cdcfoundation.org/pr/2015/worker-illness-and-injury-costs-us-employers-225-billion-annually
https://www.cdcfoundation.org/pr/2015/worker-illness-and-injury-costs-us-employers-225-billion-annually
https://www.acponline.org/acp_policy/policies/primary_care_shortage_affecting_hc_2008.pdf
https://www.acponline.org/acp_policy/policies/primary_care_shortage_affecting_hc_2008.pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2690145/
https://www.primarycareprogress.org/primary-care-case/


To learn more about 98point6 or to set up a demo, 
contact sales@98point6.com.

About 98point6

Founded in 2015 and headquartered in Seattle, 98point6 is pioneering 
a new approach to primary care. By pairing deep technology with 
board-certified physicians, our vision is to make primary care more 
accessible and affordable—leading to better health and reducing the 
cost of care. We meet consumers where they are by offering private, 
text-based diagnosis and treatment via a mobile app. For employers, 
98point6 increases primary care utilization among those not actively 
or appropriately engaged in their health—enabling earlier medical 
intervention and improving employee productivity. For more information 
about our offering for employers, visit 98point6.com/employers.

Follow us on Twitter

Follow us on LinkedIn





CONTACT US

mailto:sales@98point6.com
http://98point6.com/employers
https://twitter.com/98point6inc?lang=en
https://www.linkedin.com/company/98point6-inc.

