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THE BEST CARE IS SELF-CARE

Your Doctor Is
Your Partner in
Health Care
It is not always easy to
feel comfortable around
doctors. But research
has shown that good
communication with your
doctor can actually be
good for your health.

Y

ou probably have many questions about your
disease or condition. The first person to ask is
your doctor.

Being an active member of your health care team also
helps to reduce your chances of medical mistakes and
helps to ensure that you get high-quality care.

It is fine to seek more information from other sources; in
fact, it is important to do so. But consider your doctor
your partner in health care—someone who can discuss
your situation with you, explain your options, and help
you make decisions that are right for you.

Of course, good communication is a two-way street.
Here are some ways to help make the most of the time
you spend with your doctor:

It is not always easy to feel comfortable around doctors.
But research has shown that good communication with
your doctor can actually be good for your health. It can
help you to:
} Feel more satisfied with the care you receive.
} Have better outcomes (end results), such
as reduced pain and better recovery from
symptoms.

Prepare For Your Visit
} Think about what you want to get out of your
appointment. Write down all your questions and
concerns.
} Prepare and bring to your doctor visit a list of all
the medicines you take.
} Consider bringing along a trusted relative or
friend. This person can help ask questions, take
notes, and help you remember and understand
everything once you leave the doctor’s office.
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Give Information To Your Doctor
} Do not wait to be asked.
} Tell your doctor everything he or she needs
to know about your health—even the things
that might make you feel embarrassed or
uncomfortable.
} Tell your doctor how you are feeling—both
physically and emotionally.

10 Questions to Ask Your Doctor
After a Diagnosis
These 10 basic questions can help you understand
your disease or condition, how it might be treated,
and what you need to know and do before making
treatment decisions.
1.

What is the technical name of my disease or
condition, and what does it mean in plain
language?

2.

What is my prognosis (outlook for the future)?

3.

How soon do I need to make a decision about
treatment?

4.

Will I need any additional tests, and if so what
kind and when?

5.

What are my treatment options?

6.

What are the pros and cons of my treatment
options?

} Tape record your doctor visit, if that will be helpful
to you. But first ask your doctor if this is okay.

7.

Is there a clinical trial (research study) that is
right for me?

} Ask your doctor to recommend resources such
as Web sites, booklets, or tapes with more
information about your disease or condition.

8.

Now that I have this diagnosis, what changes
will I need to make in my daily life?

9.

What organizations do you recommend for
support and information?

} Tell your doctor if you are feeling depressed or
overwhelmed.

Get Information From Your Doctor
} Ask questions about anything that concerns you.
Keep asking until you understand the answers.
If you do not, your doctor may think you
understand everything that is said.
} Ask your doctor to draw pictures if that will help
you understand something.
} Take notes.

Get Information About Next Steps
} Get the results of any tests or procedures. Discuss
the meaning of these results with your doctor.
} Make sure you understand what will happen if
you need surgery.
} Talk with your doctor about which hospital is best
for your health care needs. AI

10. What resources (booklets, Web sites,
audiotapes, videos, DVDs, etc.) do you
recommend for further information?

Do NOt Hesitate To Seek A
Second Opinion
A second opinion is when another doctor examines
your medical records and gives his or her views about
your condition and how it should be treated.
You might want a second opinion to:
`` Be clear about what you have.
`` Know all of your treatment choices.
`` Have another doctor look at your choices
with you.
It is not pushy or rude to want a second opinion.
Most doctors will understand that you need more
information before making important decisions
about your health. Check to see whether your health
plan covers a second opinion. In some cases, health
plans require a second opinion.
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The Decision Is Yours: Talk TO Your
Doctor About Risks AND Benefits

It

is important to talk to your doctor about
the benefits and risks of any medicine,
treatment, or surgery you are considering.
Getting that information will help you sort out your
choices. It will also help you make a decision that
considers your needs and preferences.
Every medicine, treatment, or surgery involves
some risk. Even a medicine like aspirin has side
effects for some people. However, for many
people, the benefit of this widely used pain
reliever is greater than the risk of taking it.
The benefits of some medicines or
treatments are often clear cut, such as
losing weight or getting your blood
pressure under control. These benefits also
can help your future health by lowering
your risk of diabetes or heart disease. Think
about both the short- and long-term benefits
of medicines and treatments because both are
important for maintaining good health.
Balancing benefit and risk is not always easy,
depending on the medicine or treatment in
question. For example, for most people, the benefit
of a medicine to lower blood pressure is probably more
important than the risk of becoming tired or dizzy after
taking it.
On the other hand, something like surgery to lose weight
may be so risky for some patients, such as those over age
65 with underlying illnesses, that any benefit it could
give isn’t worth it. Even though older patients might have
serious health risks due to obesity, they also have a much
greater chance of complications or death than younger
patients who undergo this surgery.
How should you make decisions about your care when
the information about benefits and risks doesn’t give a
clear answer? First, keep in mind that for many treatment
decisions, no perfect answer exists. For example, weightloss surgery might be a perfectly good option for your
40-year-old cousin but not for your 75-year-old uncle
with heart disease.

Think about both the
short- and long-term
benefits of medicines
and treatments because
both are important for
maintaining good health.
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Next, recognize that you may have more than one
treatment option. For example, if you have high blood
pressure, you might be able to take a medicine that has
few side effects and gives you the desired result. Or you
may be able to control your blood pressure through
changes in diet and exercise. Talk to your doctor about
the pros and cons of different treatment options so your
decision reflects what you want.
Even though everyone should be active in their own
health care, not everyone wants to be highly involved in
these decisions. Some patients see their doctors as trusted
advisors. They are simply not interested in seeking
information outside of their doctors’ recommendations.
But many other people think of doctors as their partners
in medical care and are very involved in making treatment
decisions. These patients want to know all of their options.
Frequently, these patients want advice from their physicians
but prefer to make the final decision on their own.
Regardless of your own preferences or style, it’s
important to know that benefits and risks are a part of
every treatment decision. Asking questions about them
will help you and your doctor arrive at a decision about a
medicine, treatment, or surgery that is right for you. AI
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To Ask Or Not To Ask
These days, an appointment with your doctor may give
you just enough time to cover the basics: reviewing your
medical history, discussing the reason for your visit, and
finding out if you need follow-up tests or medicines.
But medical appointments usually don’t allow much, if
any, time for questions. It’s hard to ask questions when
you’re not sure what the problem is or how to express
your concern. That’s why it’s important to be prepared
for appointments by thinking of your questions before
your doctor’s visit, writing them down, and bringing them
with you.
Make sure to ask your doctor, “Is this a good time for me
to ask questions?” If it’s not, ask your doctor how and
when a time can be set up. By doing this, you are telling
your doctor that you need more information. Patients
who ask questions get better quality health care and can
get better results.
For tips on building a list of questions for your doctor, visit
“Questions are the Answer” at www.ahrq.gov.
The information contained in this medical self-care newsletter can be used
to increase your personal awareness of how to manage minor health issues.
If you have any questions or concerns about medical issues impacting you
or your family, always contact your health care provider.
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