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The Doctor-Patient Relationship 
You rely on your doctor to give you clear and helpful information that will guide you
through making decisions about your care. Your doctor relies on you to be open and
honest, and to trust them. In this way, you and your doctor are collaborators – a team
working together to make sure you get the best care possible.
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Each doctor has their own way of helping patients learn about cancer and cancer
treatment. Some doctors and patients are better listeners than others. That’s why the
perfect doctor for one person may not be a good match for another. The most important
thing to remember is that you can ask members of your team for information any time
you need to; if you are concerned, ask. They are there to answer your questions, even if
you want to ask the same question many times. Good communication is the key.

Remembering what the doctor says

It’s hard to remember all of the things you’re told at each doctor’s visit, especially when
you’re anxious or afraid.

Even if the doctor carefully explains things, you might not hear or remember all that’s
said or shown to you. Here are some ways to help you remember everything your
doctor tells you.

Take notes on what your doctor says.●

Ask if you can record your talks.●

Take a family member or friend with you. Ask them to remind you of questions you
want to ask and ask them to take notes, so you can focus on listening and talking
directly with the doctor.

●

Make sure you understand any instructions you’ve been given before you leave the
office.

If you have questions between doctor visits, write them down as they come up. Keep a
notebook to help you stay organized. Remember that other members of your cancer
care team can answer many of your questions, too.

If you need more details after your doctor has answered a question, say so. Sometimes
it’s even helpful to ask the same question again in a different way. There’s nothing
wrong with telling your doctor that you don’t understand. If you want to learn more about
the cancer or your cancer treatment, ask your doctor to suggest some reading materials
or trusted websites.

Basic information

Don’t be ashamed or shy about asking questions. There’s no such thing as a “dumb”
question. Here are some basic questions that could help you talk to your doctor and
start learning about cancer and the choices you’ll have to make.
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Learn about more specific questions you might want to ask based on where you are in
your diagnosis and treatment planning in Making Decisions and Managing Your
Treatment4.

What type of cancer5 do I have? (What is my diagnosis?) You may want to ask
them to write it down for you.

●

What parts of my body are affected by my cancer?●

What is my cancer’s stage6
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Be sure you know how to get help any time you might need it. Ask your doctor what
changes you should call about during office hours and which ones would need an
emergency call during times when the office is closed.

Your medical information

Who else gets information about my health? Do my other doctors need to know about
my cancer? You may also want your doctor to talk to your spouse, family members, or
loved ones about your illness. You will probably be asked to sign a form giving your
doctor the go-ahead to talk to certain people.

Getting a second opinion

When you’re facing cancer treatment, it’s normal to wonder if another doctor might offer
a different treatment. Getting a second opinion can help you feel more sure about
your diagnosis and treatment plan. Your doctor can help you find another doctor
and/or get together the information you need to get a second opinion. Your doctor will
not be surprised if you say that you would like to get another opinion, so don't be
worried about telling your doctor if you'd like one. Sometimes, though, it's important to
start treatment quickly and you might not have much time to get another opinion. Learn
more in When Treatment Should Start11 and Seeking a Second Opinion12.

Advance directives

If you have an advance directive or living will, be sure your doctor has a copy. If you
don’t have them, your doctor can talk to you about how to create a legal document that
contains instructions on the care you want if you become unable to make decisions for
yourself. Learn more in Advance Directives13.

Side effects

Ask your doctor what problems you should watch for and always tell your doctor or
another member of your cancer care team about any side effects14 that you have.
Physical symptoms can be very important for your doctor to know about during (and
even after) treatment. People with cancer may have trouble with pain, breathing,
sleeping, nausea, appetite, their bowels, feeling tired, or other problems. You might also
have emotional feelings that are hard to manage at times, and you should tell your
doctor about them as well. Remember your cancer care team can't help you with a
problem if they don't know about it. Tell the doctor:

What kind of problem (symptom) you are having●
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If you have problems talking with your doctor, there are often ways to make things
better. Try to work out your concerns before deciding the situation is hopeless.

First, tell your doctor as honestly and openly as you can what you’re worried about.
Maybe you are worried that decisions are being made without your input. Maybe you
are worried that you don't have enough information to make the decisions that you want
to make. Maybe you are worried that you don't understand some things that are
happening. All of these are understandable worries.

Here are some ways you may want to think about starting the conversation:

“I’m worried that we aren’t communicating well, and here’s why ...”●

“I need to be able to talk with you about _________, and I feel like I can’t. Can we
discuss this?”

●

“I realize that you’re very busy, but I need to discuss _________ with you. Can we
schedule a time to do that?”

●

“I’m having trouble understanding ___________. Can you help me?”●

"I'm worried that we are not making decisions together and that I don't have much
say in my care. Can we talk?"

●

If you are unable to work out the problem with your doctor during regular visits, ask for a
special visit to discuss it.

If you feel things aren’t getting better, you might think about talking with a third party
about the problem. Your family doctor might be willing to discuss the matter with the
cancer doctor. Sometimes this is less stressful than facing the doctor directly, and their
help could improve the situation.

Sometimes, just like in any other relationship, you may not have a good fit with your
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Written by

The American Cancer Society medical and editorial content team
(https://www.cancer.org/cancer/acs-medical-content-and-news-staff.html)

Our team is made up of doctors and oncology certified nurses with deep knowledge of
cancer care as well as editors and translators with extensive experience in medical
writing.

American Cancer Society medical information is copyrighted material. For reprint
requests, please see our Content Usage Policy (www.cancer.org/about-
us/policies/content-usage.html).
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