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ABSTRACT

Background: Widespread use of internet as a source of health information has an effect on health-related knowledge,
attitude and practices of general population as well as doctor-patient relationship. This study has been planned to see
perception of doctors about patients who take medical information by internet search. The objective of the study was
to assess impact of internet on doctor-patient relationship among doctors of tertiary health care centre.

Methods: After ethical approval a questionnaire based cross sectional study was conducted among teachers of a
tertiary care hospital. Questionnaire was categorized in the two groups: i) negative impact of internet (14), ii) positive
impact of internet (11), total= 25 statements, rated on Likert scale. Medical teachers who are involved in treating
patients were included (n=54). Data was analysed using mean score and standard deviation for each item.

Results: Most of the doctors opined that use of internet as a source of information has affected doctor-patient
relationship (mean 4.35 SD 0.48) and that they were now questioned by already well-informed patients (4.76 SD
0.43). Google search by patients may results in misguided self-treatment or wrong diagnosis (mean 4.85 SD 0.36).
Conclusions: Doctors were agreed that patients are still having same faith on doctors in spite of doing google search
on medical information.
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INTRODUCTION

Internet use by patients as a source of information on
health and disease is expanding rapidly. This may lead to
rapid changes in health behavior of general population
with somewhat negative effect on doctor-patient
relationship.!  Multiple health-related  website are
available, which are utilized by millions of people every
day. Routine use of internet as a source of health
information has an effect on health-related knowledge,
attitude and practices of general population as well as
doctor-patient relationship.? Majority of the patients
google search for specific medical conditions. Most of
the times they google search before medical consultation.
Purpose of this google search by people is to seek
information to manage their own health care

independently and also to decide whether they need
professional help. Sometimes google search is carried out
because of dissatisfaction during medical consultation.®

Looking into present scenario patients have information
about medical condition before going to doctor’s clinic.
Reason for change in scenario may be growing influence
of information and communication technology and in
particular the internet. This widespread use of internet
has caused change in attitude towards medical profession
as well as in doctor-patient relationship.* The doctor-
patient relationship is a very important aspect of
improving healthcare quality.® Very few studies have
been done on this aspect. Hence this study had been
planned to see perception of doctors about patients who
had medical information by internet search. In this era of
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information technology, in view of changing scenario of
doctor-patient relationship it is prudent to do this type of
study. Result of study may be helpful for redesigning the
approach of clinician towards patients.

The objective of the study was to assess impact of
internet on doctor-patient relationship among doctors of
tertiary health care centre.

METHODS

A questionnaire based cross sectional study was
conducted among teachers of NKP salve institute of
medical sciences and research centre (NKPSIMS and
RC) a tertiary care hospital. This study was started after
ethical approval from institutional ethics committee of
NKP SIMS and RC (IEC approval Ref no: 2/2019 dated
30/5/2019). Study duration was from June 2019 to
August 2019. Questionnaire was prepared by authors and
pre-validated by teachers of medical education
technology (MET) wunit of this institute. Study
participants were surveyed using a questionnaire
comprises 25 statements rated on Likert scale.

These 25 statements were categories in two groups.
Negative impact of internet= 14 statements. Positive
impact of internet= 11 statements (Total=25).

Although questionnaire was categorized into two
categories for analysis purpose but sequence of
statements was random to avoid personal bias.

Likert scaling is a bipolar scaling method, measuring
either a positive or a negative response to a statement.® A
score of more or less than three indicate a positive or
negative response to a statement respectively. A score of
three or very near to three indicate neutral response.
Summative scores were prepared for both groups
(summative score was the sum of mean score of items).
The format of a typical five level Likert item is: strongly
disagree (strongly unfavourable to the concept). Disagree
(Somewhat unfavourable to the concept). Neither agrees
nor disagrees (undecided). Agree (somewhat favourable
to the concept). Strongly agree (strongly favourable to the
concept).

After explaining purpose of study consent of participant
faculty was taken. Medical teachers who involved in
treating patients were included (n=54). Anonymity and
confidentiality of participant was maintained.

Statistical analysis

Statistical analysis was done by using Epi-info software,
version 6. Data was analysed using mean score and
standard deviation for each item and summative score
was prepared for both group negative impact and other
groups comprising positive impact.

RESULTS

Advancement in information technology had many
positive and negative effects on doctor-patient
relationship. Most of the doctors opined that use of
Internet as a source of information has affected doctor
patient relationship (mean 4.35 SD 0.482). According to
clinician with the arrival of the information era patient’s
confidence in the doctor is replaced by skepticism and
discouragement (mean 3.96 SD 0.54). Most of them
strongly agreed that patients who had done internet
search before visit takes more consultation time (mean
4.76 SD 0.43) and they suggests new investigation and
ask for opinion of super specialist (mean 4.54 SD 0.50)
and a distrustful patient misuses the information obtained
from internet to test the clinicians’ knowledge (mean
4.24 SD 0.58) . Most of the clinician agreed that doctors
had different attitude for the patients who had already
done Google search for medical complains (mean 4.11
SD 0.46). Most of clinician worry about the reliability of
medical information provided on internet (mean 4.28 SD
0.45). This may result in misguided self-treatment or
wrong diagnosis (mean 4.85 SD 0.36). This was the
highest score in this study. Doctors strongly agreed that
it is difficult to treat patients who take self-medication
after internet search (mean 4.67 SD 0.46) and these types
of patients were more anxious type personalities (mean
4.78 SD 0.42). Clinician opined that they might get
irritated by questions of such type of patients (mean 4.20
SD 0.15). But most of doctors were in disagreement
about the statement that they try to avoid them (mean
2.17 SD 0.54) and medical information by internet has
affected patients’ number in outpatient department (OPD)
(mean 2.02 SD 0.31).

In an era of information technology most doctors opined
that they were now questioned by already well-informed
patients (4.76 SD 0.43) and near about 50 % of patients
coming to doctors OPD had already done search on
internet (mean 4.52 SD 50). Most of them strongly
agreed regarding that there is need of rethinking of
Doctor- Patients relationship (mean 4.52 SD 0.66). Most
of clinicians opined that patients are still having same
faith on doctors in spite of doing google search on
medical information (mean 3.98 SD 0.62). Most of
doctors showed agreement regarding statement that lack
of satisfaction with medical consultation might be the
reason for internet search by patients (mean 3.94 SD
0.45) and patients having good socioeconomic status
were doing maximum medical information search (mean
4.44 SD 0.74). Doctors opined that patients were able to
interpret medical information available on internet (mean
4.13 SD 0.74). Doctors opined that clinician use internet
is for updating professional knowledge (mean 3.69 SD
0.51) and treatment of patient (mean 4.17 SD 0.63).
Sometimes patients come with medical information
which is new information for doctor (3.94 SD 0.66).
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Table 1: Negative impact of internet.

Question Mean Std. deviation (%)
Use of Internet as a source of information has affected Doctor

4 patient relationship & a8 e Sl
With the arrival of the information era patient’s confidence in the

2 doctor is replaced by skepticism and discouragement. 54 396 0548 93
Internet savvy patients themselves suggests new investigation and

. ask for ask for opinion of super specialist. & aes DB e
Patients who had done internet search before visit takes more

4 consultation time 54 476  0.432 95.2
There is concern about the quality/reliability of medical information

g provided on internet. e G S0
Most of patients believe health information available on internet is

6 reliable as equal to information provided by doctors. 5 470 046l 9.1
Internet search by patients may results in misguided self-treatment/

7 wrong diagnosis 54 485 0.359 97.0

8 Doctors have different attltt{de for the p'atlents who had already 54 411 0462 822
done google search for medical complains

9 A dlstrustful. p_a'glent’mlsuses the information obtained from internet 54 424 0581 848
to test the clinicians’ knowledge

10 ;’; ;Sr éjr:fflcult to treat patients who take self-medication after internet 54 467 0476 93.3

11 Internet savy patients are more anxious type personalities. 54 478  0.420 95.6

12 Sometimes you get irritated by questions of internet savvy patients. 54  4.20  1.105 84.1

13 Treatment by internet has affected patients’ number in OPD. 54 202  0.307 40.4

14 !:)octor tr.les to a\_/0|d such type of internet savvy (medical 54 217 0541 433
information) patients.

Average 54 4.12 0.24 82.3

Table 2: Positive impact of internet.

Question Std. deviation (%)

1 !_ack of satisfaction with medical consultation may be reason for 54 394 0452 78.9
internet search.

2 Doctors are now being questioned by already well-informed patients. 54 4.76  0.432 95.2

A = :

3 Now a days near about _50 % of patients coming to doctors OPD had 54 450 0504 90.4
already done search on internet

4 Your advice treatment to your patients via email. 54 122 0.538 24.4

5 Patients are able to interpret medical information available on 54 413 0478 826
internet.

6 Patients _havmg g_ood socioeconomic status are doing maximum 54 444 0744 88.9
medical information search

7 Patients are st|_II ha_vmg same faith on doctors in spite of google 54 398  0.629 79.6
search on medical information

8 There is n_eed_ of rethinking of doctor-patients relationship in the eye 54 450  0.666 90.4
of humanization.

9 _Sometlm_es patients come with medical information which is new 54 394  0.656 78.9
information for doctor

10 Internet is used by doctors for updating professional knowledge. 54 3.69 0.507 73.7

11 Doctors occasionally use internet for treatment of patients. 54 4.17  0.637 83.3

Average 3.93 0.17 78.6
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DISCUSSION

Thousands of websites and millions of daily Internet
health related information searches leads to an enormous
and rapid change in health behavior of patients. Most
Internet searches performed by patients before their clinic
appointment are directed to specific clinical condition.*
This finding is also reflected in present study that
doctors were now questioned by already well-informed
patients (4.76 SD 0.43) and near about 50 % of patients
coming to doctors OPD had already done search on
internet (mean 4.52 SD 50). Same results were found in
another study.! Reason for internet search done by
patients with objective of dealing with medical problem
independendently, so they can decide whether there is a
need to take medical advice by clinician or not. Another
possibility of doing internet search by patient is that they
might be reluctant to disclose personal matters to
clinician.?

In another study Internet search by patients may continue
after medical consultation was over because of a patient
was not satisfied with the recent medical consultation or
even to confirm the validity of what has been told by
doctor.” In present study same type of result found that
lack of satisfaction with medical consultation might be
the reason for internet search by patients (mean 3.94 SD
0.45).

Many patients or their relatives, especially in an urban
area have an easy access to the internet and routinely
make use of it to obtain medical information.
Socioeconomic factors were associated with searching for
health information.81° In present study patients having
good socioeconomic status were doing maximum medical
information search (mean 4.44 SD 0.74). Majority of
people who search on Google for medical information
wanted knowledge before visit to doctor’s clinic.®®

Although internet search has the benefit of easy access to
information, there are concerns regarding quality of the
content and its effects on the doctor patients’
relationship.* This unreliable information may lead to
misguided self-treatment and wrong diagnosis, longer
clinic visit. It also reflects on doubt about doctor’s
diagnosis and treatment. Unnecessary tests and treatment
which are mentioned on internet may leads to increased
financial burden on patient. It is responsibility of
clinician to provide unbiased and scientific guidelines to
their patients about medical condition.'**? It was found
that medical information on internet was scientifically
inaccurate, incomplete and biased. Regarding treatment
information was controversial and had commercial angle
to it.>1° This type of information may be one of the
factors responsible for problematic perception of patients
regarding doctor.1314

In this study most of clinicians worry about the reliability
of medical information provided on internet (mean 4.28
SD 0.45). This type of information may result in
misguided self-treatment or wrong diagnosis (mean 4.85
SD 0.36). This was the highest score in this study.

Doctors strongly agreed that it is difficult to treat patients
who take self-medication after internet search (mean 4.67
SD 0.46). Sometimes this type of patients may have
complication because of wrong self-treatment. It was
difficult for clinician to convince patient that information
and treatment mention on internet is not appropriate for
him. In this situation patients may have doubt about
clinician’s diagnosis and treatment.

Doctor-patients’ relationship

A number of studies focus on whether the information
available on internet can actually empower patients
understanding and enrich the patient doctor
relationship.*®* In present study doctors strongly agreed
that patients who had done internet search before visit
takes more consultation time (mean 4.76 SD 0.43) and
patients suggest new investigation and ask for opinion of
super specialist (mean 4.54 SD 0.50) and a distrustful
patient misuses the information obtained from internet to
test the clinicians’ knowledge (mean 4.24 SD 0.58)
people now use the internet to find information about
their disease and they do it before going to the medical
consultation. Now a day’s doctors are no longer the sole
holder of supreme knowledge rather they are being
questioned by increasingly well-informed patients.*

Clinicians opined that they might get irritated by
questions of such type of patients (mean 4.20 SD 0.15).
Physicians are often not receptive to discussing internet
information brought to a visit by their patients. Clinicians
might be feeling that they are dominated by patients. It
may lead to poor doctor-patient relationship.*3

It has been noticed that internet search for health has
affected dynamics of doctor-patient relationship. There is
increase in number of complaints against doctors in
various countries, along with the increase in health
expenses. Even in few countries’ doctors’ services have
been included in consumer protection act. With the
arrival of the information technology, patients came
under the influence of digital revolution. The immediate
impact of this digital revolution is that confidence in
doctor is replaced by suspicion, doubt and
discouragement. Blind faith in doctor’s treatment is
replaced by informed knowledge. Traditionally family
doctor was first medical contact, which is being replaced
by internet in many cases. In present scenario patient first
do search on medical websites and then consult their
doctors with that information.#

To improve healthcare quality, doctor-patient relationship
has been targeted as a key aspect. This includes
personalized care, humanization of care, counseling and
right to information.t* For improvement in doctor
patient’s relationship communication skill has been
developed as key component in undergraduate and
postgraduate studies in the current new medical
curriculum.

Another side of this coin is that internet and information
technology is helpful for patient care in hospitals and to
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optimize  communications  between health  care
providers.'? Important positive aspect of internet search is
that many doctors had critically evaluated the websites
and medical information on internet and found them
scientifically inaccurate.’® According to a study
conducted on patients, it revealed that they obtained
information online before visiting the doctors and few of
them searched online information about doctor and
hospital.*1® Patients who search on internet, according to
them it will be helpful for them to ask questions or even
opt for a second opinion. In another study google search
had a positive impact on the knowledge of the patients
about the disease.’® This will be helpful for clinician to
explain about disease and treatment. In one study 73%
patients said that doctors were favorite source of health
information, not internet. There was no loss of trust in
physician even after difference of information available
on the internet.'3

Clinician’s insight, experience and encouragement are
needed to help the patient to accurately interpret and
apply this information.! Patients should realize that the
doctor has the knowledge and training and ability to
apply this information.!® Positive aspect of medical
information on internet is that there is greater
involvement of patient in understanding long term
conditions. Better adaptation of preventive factors and
adherence to the guidelines given by clinician.'

CONCLUSION

Most of the doctors opined that use of Internet as a source
of information has affected doctor patient relationship and
they were now questioned by already well-informed
patients. Google search by patients results in misguided
self-treatment or wrong diagnosis. Lack of satisfaction
with medical consultation may be reason for internet
search by patients. Doctors were agreed that patients are
still having same faith on doctors in spite of doing google
search on medical information.

Recommendations

Judicial use of internet search by patient for medical
information is the key factor to maintain doctor patient
relationship. Doctors should utilize medical information
on internet as an add on tool to treat patients.
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