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The Patient-Physician Relationship

The significance of the intimate' personal relationship between physician and patient
cannot be too strongly emphasized, for in an extraordinarily large number of cases both
the diagnosis® and treatment are directly dependent on it. One of the essential qualities
of the cliniciam® is interest in humanity, for the secret of the care of the patient is in

caring for the patient.
Francis W. Peabody, 1881-1927

Physicians must never forget that patients are individual human beings with problems
that all too often transcend* their physical complaints. They are not “cases” or
“admissions” or “diseases”. This point is particularly important in this era of high
technology in clinical medicine. Most patients are anxious and fearful. Physicians
should instill® confidence and should be reassuring® but should never be arrogant’. A
professional attitude, coupled with warmth and openness, can do much to alleviate®

anxiety and to encourage patients to share all aspects of their medical history. Whatever

the patient’s attitude, the physician needs to consider the setting in which an illness
occurs — in terms not only of the patients themselves but also of their familial, social,
-and cultural backgrounds. The ideal patient-physician relationship is based on thorough
knowledge of the patient, on mutual trust, and on the ability to communicate.

8  Harrison’s Principles of Internal Medicine, 17th ed. New York, McGraw-Hill, 2008
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