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Perspective

They are becoming the norm. They come to your clinic with articles in-hand and printed pages from the Internet. 

They have ideas regarding their medical condition and how it can be treated. They aren’t afraid to self-diagnose 

and they want your input on their assessment. Perhaps they even have an idea which medical product or 

treatment they’d like to try. All before even talking to you.

In this age of information, your patients, their family mem-
bers and their caregivers come to your clinic informed. They 
also believe what they are reading online is accurate. What 
does this mean for you and your practice? And how is this 
changing how you interact with your patients? 

Evolving roles
Before the information era, doctors were the gatekeepers of 
medical knowledge. They were highly respected, and an 
authoritative source of diagnoses and treatment. Sometimes 
one doctor took care of an entire community. Patients had no 
access to their medical records and they didn’t dream of 
requesting copies. When healthcare professionals hold sig-
nificantly more information about medical conditions than 
their patients, they have more power, and patients remain in 
a zone of dependence (Accenture, 2011). This “asymmetrical 
information put[s] the burden of promoting trust on the pro-
fessional” (Taylor, 2015). 

Shifting the locus of power
Home computers, the Internet and social media have all been 
catalysts in shifting the locus of power in healthcare. Whether 
as a result of consumerism or a growing number of healthy 
agers over 65, many clients will be e-patients who want to be 
more involved in managing their health (Hyatt, 2014). 
E-patients use technology to make informed decisions. They 
demand convenience and ease of access to their appoint-
ment schedules, tests and results. They also want to partici-
pate in therapeutic decisions, and the management of their 

medical conditions or that of loved ones. Their access to the 
Internet means that they approach you with preconceived 
notions. Looking for health or medical information is one of 
the most popular activities online today, after email (93%) 
and researching a product or service before buying it (83%). 
Many people use the Internet to “search for a specific medical 
condition (63%), medical treatment or procedure (47%),” 
(Akerkar and Bichile, 2004) or apps to monitor their health. 
They also desire data to validate their health choices. They 
may have researched your practice on Rate MD, where doctor-
patient relationships become public discussions and add to 
pre-conceived notions about you and your care.

On the positive side, more e-patients in your practice mean 
more engaged patients who are actively participating in their 
healthcare and relationship with you. Greater engagement 
with you means that the relationships you develop, your 
counseling approach, and customer service become differ-
entiation factors in your clinic’s success. Support tools that 
augment discussions of their symptoms and the impacts of 
hearing loss can create a comfortable, trusting clinical set-
ting. Visual aids, patient surveys and discussions can shift 

Changing dynamics of the 
healthcare practitioner-patient 
relationship

the consultation from passive to active 
and encourage shared decision-mak-
ing, empathy, a focus on services rather 
than sales, and from educating 
patients to “one that motivates and 
inspires patients to make positive 
change” (Taylor, 2015). A pre-consulta-
tion questionnaire that asks patients 
which health websites or magazines 
they have accessed, and if they have 
any questions about what they may 
have read or heard, allows you to pre-
pare appropriately and ensures you do 
not disregard the information (Accen-
ture, 2011). More informed patients 
may also mean reduced clinical consul-
tation time for simple conditions, giving 
you more time to understand your 
patients’ preferences and model them 
as part of your counseling process. 

Informed or misguided?
Although your patients may be more 

centeredness is about “caring for 
the person, rather than a set of symp-
toms to be managed” (Men-
doza,2011).

Mobile technology, apps and the 
Internet will continue to evolve and 
impact the patient-healthcare pro-
vider relationship. Informed, and 
sometimes misinformed patients, 
can present challenges; however, 
they also present new opportunities 
to hone your communication skills 
and to connect with them at a deeper 
level. For most patients, they want to 
be heard and to feel understood. They 
want their healthcare providers to 
show that they care and have their 
best interests at heart. By encourag-
ing trust, shared decision-making, 
patient input and empathic communi-
cation, the fitting experience is des-
tined to be more rewarding for both 
you and your patients.

informed, they require your expertise to 
provide sound, accurate medical 
advice. Healthcare providers are now 
finding themselves in a consulting role, 
helping patients wade through inaccu-
rate, unregulated health information on 
the Internet. Over three-fourths of 
people seeking health information 
online do not check the validity of what 
they are reading (Worrall and Oh, 
2013). This can have adverse health 
impacts, and presents an opportunity 
for you to educate patients about what 
they are reading online.

Making it personal
Each interaction with a patient is an 
opportunity to enhance or diminish 
trust. If you improve trust during the 
in-clinic experience, you are likely to 
create more advocates for your prac-
tice. Trust is built when patients’ 
values guide clinical decisions. Patient-

E-patients are those that use technology to make 
informed decisions; therefore they also feel a 
sense of empowerment, whether or not the 
information is accurate and factually correct.


