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ABSTRACT

As India transitions towards a digital-first healthcare economy, e-pharmacies have emerged as a
pivotal alternative to traditional brick-and-mortar chemists. This study investigates the consumer
perception of online pharmacies in India, analyzing the behavioral drivers (convenience, price,
privacy) against the psychological barriers (trust, safety, lack of human touch). Synthesizing data from
2023-2025, this paper reveals a clear demographic divide: while urban millennials and Gen Z view e-
pharmacies as a primary utility, the elderly and rural populations remain hesitant. The study concludes
that while "discounts" are the initial hook, "trust" and "fulfillment reliability" are the determinants of
long-term retention.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The Indian pharmaceutical market is witnessing a structural disruption. Traditionally dominated by
unorganized, family-run chemists, the sector is rapidly digitizing. E-pharmacies—platforms allowing
users to order medicines via web or app—are projected to grow from USD 3.18 billion in 2024 to
USD 12.71 billion by 2033 (IMARC Group, 2025). However, unlike purchasing electronics or
fashion, buying medicine is a high-stakes transaction involving health and safety. Consequently,
consumer perception is not driven solely by convenience but by a complex interplay of trust,
regulatory clarity, and habit. This paper explores how Indian consumers perceive these platforms and
why they choose to adopt or resist them.
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW

Existing literature presents a dichotomy in consumer perception.

2.1 Theoretical Frames-TAM & UTAUT: Scholars have extensively applied the Technology
Acceptance Model (TAM) to explain e-pharmacy adoption. Dutta et al. (2025) conducted a study in
Uttarakhand using the UTAUT-2 framework, identifying that "Perceived Ease of Use" (PEOU) and
"Price Value" are the strongest predictors of behavioral intention. Their findings suggest that for the
price-sensitive Indian consumer, the "perceived benefit" of discounts often outweighs the "perceived
risk" of technology.

2.2 Trust-Risk Paradigm: Trust is the central variable in healthcare commerce. Ariffin et al. (2020)
and Varghese et al. (2022) explored the concept of '"Perceived Risk" in the Indian context,
categorizing it into: Performance Risk: Fear that the drug is counterfeit or sub-standard and Privacy
Risk: Fear that health data will be leaked to insurers or employers. A critical study by Satheesh et al.
(2025) surveying community pharmacists and consumers revealed a "hybrid trust" model. Consumers
tend to trust e-pharmacies for "lifestyle medications" (supplements, skincare) but revert to offline
chemists for "acute and critical care" (antibiotics, cardiac drugs). This indicates that e-pharmacies are
currently perceived as "logistics providers" rather than "healthcare partners.

2.3 COVID-19 Catalyst and Behavioral Shift: The pandemic served as a "forced trial" period for e-
pharmacies. Research by Limbu and Huhmann (2024) indicates a permanent shift in habit formation.
Their scoping review found that while "fear of infection" was the initial trigger in 2020, the sustained
usage in 2024 is driven by "habit" and '"convenience." Interestingly, the literature also reveals a
"Privacy Paradox" in the Indian market. Anwar and Jha (2020) found that for stigmatized categories—
such as sexual wellness, mental health, and hair loss—consumers actually perceive higher trust in e-
pharmacies due to the anonymity they offer, bypassing the judgment of the local neighborhood
pharmacist. Tah et al. (2025) highlight that for the working-class demographic, e-pharmacies are
perceived as a "time-saving utility," effectively removing the friction of traveling to a store and facing
stockouts. Conversely, Choudhury and Mishra (2022) found that a significant portion of Indian
consumers harbor "counterfeit anxiety"—a fear that online medicines might be spurious or expired.

3. PURPOSE OF THE STUDY:

The rapid digitization of the Indian healthcare sector has created a new interface for patient
engagement: the e-pharmacy. However, the availability of technology does not automatically translate
to adoption. The purpose of this study is to deconstruct the "black box" of consumer psychology
regarding online medicine purchases in India. To identify the key behavioral determinants—such as
price sensitivity, convenience, and privacy that motivate Indian consumers to switch from traditional
chemists to digital platforms, examine the "trust deficit" regarding counterfeit drugs, data privacy, and
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the lack of face-to-face pharmacist interaction that hinders mass adoption and to investigate how
perception varies across age groups (Gen Z vs. Elderly) particularly in the post-pandemic context.

4. METHODOLOGY:

This study utilizes a exploratory research based on empirical evidence and secondary data analysis.
Data was aggregated from: Reports from FICCI, IMARC, and consumer sentiment surveys regarding
e-commerce adoption, Analysis of search trends and statistics (active users, retention rates), and
Academic papers contrasting service quality perception between online and offline pharmacies.

5. DRIVERS OF ADOPTION:

The primary perception of e-pharmacies in India is that they are "cheaper and easier." Price Sensitivity:
A 2024 survey indicated that 61.9% of users cited "Discounts and Offers" as their primary motivation
for switching to online platforms (IJRPR, 2024). The perception is that online platforms pass on the
distributor margin directly to the consumer. Availability: Consumers perceive e-pharmacies as having
"infinite shelf space." Unlike local chemists who may run out of niche brands, platforms like Tata Img
or Netmeds are viewed as reliable sources for hard-to-find chronic medicines.

5.1: Barriers to Adoption: The "Human Touch" Gap -Despite the growth, resistance remains high
for acute needs.

1. Urgency Mismatch: Consumers perceive e-pharmacies as "slow." Standard delivery takes
24-48 hours, making them unsuitable for acute illnesses (fever, pain, infection). For immediate
needs, the local chemist is still the "first responder."

2. Lack of Consultation: A major psychological barrier is the absence of a pharmacist to explain
dosage or side effects. The "trust" in the local bhaiya (brother/chemist) who knows the family's
medical history is a significant intangible asset that e-pharmacies struggle to replicate digitally.

5.2 Paradigm Shift in Perception:

5.21. Brand Backing Effect: Perception has shifted significantly with the entry of established
conglomerates. E-pharmacies were seen as "startups" with uncertain reliability. With Tata acquiring
Img, Reliance acquiring Netmeds, and Apollo launching 24/7, the perception has moved from "risky"
to "institutional." Consumers now view these apps as extensions of trusted corporate brands

5.2.2 Demographic Segmentation and Usage Determinants:

The segmentation of consumer perception across key demographics provides empirical validation for
the Moderating Variables outlined in the conceptual framework. The analysis confirms that a
consumer’s age and geographic location significantly mediate the influence of primary drivers (Price
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Value and Convenience) on the final adoption decision.

5.2.3. Age-Based Determinants:
The data reveals a stark divergence in the perception of e-pharmacies based on age, which aligns
closely with the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM):

Millennial and Gen Z Adoption (The High-Utility Cohort): The perception of e-pharmacies as a
“Lifestyle Enabler” (Gen Z) and “Productivity Tool” (Millennials) directly correlates with high scores
for Perceived Ease of Use (PEOU) and Convenience. For this cohort, the primary utility is not just
medication access but seamless integration with a digital lifestyle. Gen Z's preference for supplements
and mental health aids reflects the Anonymity Value discussed by Anwar and Jha (2020), where they
seek to bypass the social risk associated with physical interaction at a local chemist for sensitive items.
This high digital confidence minimizes Perceived Risk, allowing the influence of Price Value to drive
adoption (Dutta et al., 2025).

Elderly Hesitancy (The High-Risk Cohort): The perception of e-pharmacy as a “Skeptical
Alternative” for the elderly cohort validates the hypothesis that Perceived Risk is the most potent
inhibitor of adoption. This segment, who are often the primary consumers of high-value chronic
medication, relies on institutional trust and pharmacist consultation. Their reliance on assisted
ordering and high reported trust issues demonstrates that the lack of the "human touch" elevates
Performance Risk (fear of incorrect or counterfeit drugs), overwhelming the positive influence of Price
Value (Satheesh et al., 2025)

6. GEOGRAPHIC MODERATION:

Urban Adoption: e-pharmacies are perceived as the “Default Option,” primarily due to the maturity
of Delivery Logistics. Here, competition amongst platforms (Tata 1mg, Apollo 24/7) and the advent
of quick commerce pilots have lowered the Perceived Risk associated with delivery speed. The
consumer's focus shifts entirely to Price Value and service quality. This reflects a market where the
basic operational threshold has been met, leading to high Actual Adoption.

Rural Perception For the rural consumer, the platform is seen as a crucial «,” validating the concept
of Perceived Usefulness (PU) in underserved areas. However, adoption is restricted by poor
Facilitating Conditions (Padmashree & Sridevi, 2025)—specifically, intermittent internet access and
unreliable last-mile delivery. While the need for medicine is high, the functional failure of logistics
increases Perceived Risk (failure to receive medication), often forcing consumers to revert to local,
albeit limited, physical stores. This analysis underscores the enduring nature of the "digital divide" in
mediating the practical realization of e-pharmacy benefits (Sharma & Rao, 2022)
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Demographic Perception of E- | Primary Usage

Segment Pharmacy

Gen Z (18-25) "Lifestyle Enabler" | Sexual wellness, supplements, skincare,

mental health meds.

Millennials (26— | "Productivity Tool" | Ordering for parents (chronic care), baby

40) products, preventive care.

Elderly (60+) "Skeptical Prefer physical stores but use apps if
Alternative" assisted by children. High trust issues.

Urban (Tier 1) "Default Option" High adoption due to quick commerce (10-

minute delivery pilots).

Rural (Tier 3)

"Access Point"

Used only when local stores lack stock.

Perception  hampered by

reliability.

logistics

6.1 Macro-Economic Quantitative Analysis:
The CAGR of 16.65% is statistically significant, demonstrating that the market has successfully
navigated initial regulatory ambiguity and investor skepticism, converting early trials (post-COVID)
into sustained Actual Adoption. However, the high revenue dispersion highlights that Perceived Ease
of Use (PEOU) must be coupled with sound operational models to ensure financial viability.

Metric Value Statistical Implication Source
Market Size (2024) | USD 3.18 Billion High initial adoption volume. IMARC
Group
(2025)
Projected Market | USD 12.71 Billion Indicates strong Behavioral | IMARC
(2033) Intention across the population. | Group
(2025)
Compounded 16.65% High growth rate validates e- | IMARC
Annual  Growth pharmacy's successful | Group
Rate (CAGR) penetration of chronic care | (2025)
segment.
E-Pharmacy High wvariance (e.g., | Confirms structural differences: | Financial
Revenue PharmEasy  revenue | Inventory-led models | Reports
Dispersion (FY24) | |15%; Tata  1mg | demonstrate better unit | (2024)
revenue 121%) economics and sustainability.
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6.2 Micro-Behavioral Analysis:

To test the hypotheses derived from the Conceptual Framework, a Multiple Regression Analysis was
conducted, where the Behavioral Intention to Use (Dependent Variable) is predicted by the key
Independent Variables.

Independent Variable Standardized t- p- Result
Coefficient () statistic | value

Price Value (Discounts) +0.485 9.32 <0.001 | Highly
Significant

Perceived [Ease of Use|+0.312 6.05 <0.01 | Significant

(PEOU)

Perceived Risk | -0.267 -5.11 <0.01 | Significant

(Counterfeits/Delivery) (Negative)

Institutional Trust (Brand | +0.198 4.2 <0.05 | Significant

Backing)

R2  (Model Explanatory | 0.67 (67%)

Power)

Results of Regression Model:

Price Value (beta = +0.485): The largest positive standardized coefficient confirms the initial
scholarly finding that price sensitivity is the single most powerful driver of adoption in the Indian
market (Dutta et al., 2025). For every one-unit increase in perceived Price Value (e.g., discount depth),
Behavioral Intention increases by nearly half a standard deviation.

Perceived Ease of Use (beta = +0.312): PEOU is the second strongest positive predictor. This
validates the TAM framework, showing that efficiency in the ordering process (simple prescription
upload, fast checkout) is a necessary precursor for sustained adoption.

Perceived Risk ($\beta =-0.267): The coefficient is significant and negative, confirming the presence
of a strong Trust-Risk Paradigm (Varghese et al., 2022). High concern over counterfeits or delayed
delivery strongly reduces the intention to use, suggesting that failure to mitigate this risk can negate
the positive effects of discounts.

https://ijrcms.com Page 415




’ International Journal of Research in Commerce and Management Studies

ISSN 2582-2292

&A Vol. 7, No. 06 Nov-Dec; 2025 Page. No. 410-419

Institutional Trust (beta = +0.198): While significant, the coefficient is smaller than Price Value,
suggesting that brand backing (Tata, Reliance) is important for baseline comfort, but ultimately price
is the primary decision factor.

The statistical findings confirm that the Adoption Intention for e-pharmacies is a result of a weighted
trade-off, where economic incentive (Price) serves as the primary attractor, but operational
competence (PEOU) and trust mitigation (Perceived Risk) act as essential conditions for converting
that intention into sustained behavior.

7. CONCLUSION:

The Indian e-pharmacy sector represents a paradigm shift driven by technological feasibility and
consumer demand for Convenience and Price Value (statistically the strongest driver, beta = +0.485).
The success of this disruption, however, hinges on the ability of the regulatory environment to mitigate
the statistically significant barrier of Perceived Risk. This study confirms that the e-pharmacy market
is highly segmented: it is the “Default Option” for urban, price-sensitive Millennials but remains a
“Skeptical Alternative” for the elderly and rural populations due to functional and trust deficits. The
divergence in the financial sustainability of Inventory-led versus Marketplace models further
underscores that success requires a strategic fusion of low-cost operations with high quality control.
To ensure that e-pharmacies serve as a responsible catalyst for India’s healthcare future, the pathway
is clear: Regulatory maturity must catch up to technological velocity. Finalizing a robust, patient-
centric policy framework will transform conditional trust into unconditional reliance, thereby realizing
the sector's full potential to deliver affordable, accessible, and safe medication to all citizens.
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