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EDITORIAL

The inclusion of internet in patient-physician 
relationship: a necessary reflexion
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The growth of the social importance of the inter-
net among the media is unquestionable. Data from 
2015 shows that almost half of the Brazilian popu-
lation (48%) uses the internet, being driven mainly 
by the use of smartphones and social media; in ad-
dition, 76% of users have daily access and with an 
average exposure of 5 hours/day. The benefits of this 
advance can be seen through the existence of count-
less and varied sources of search available and the 
consequent emergence of proactive users who, in-
creasingly, assume the position of protagonist agents 
of the information acquisition process.1, 2

Concomitantly with the progress of the internet, 
healthcare has broadened its meaning, translating 
as a “state of complete physical, mental and social 
well-being and not only the absence of affections and 
diseases”.3 In parallel to the recognition of healthcare 
as one of the main concerns of contemporary men 
and women, there is an increase both in the availabil-
ity of online information on health-related issues and 
in the number of users accessing the Internet for the 
purpose of obtaining information about their own 

health condition or of a relative or friend, especially 
if there in cases of installed illness.²

Overall, there is a presumptive view that advanc-
es in information technology interfere with medical 
care and is therefore “replaced by impersonal exchang-
es around computer screens or smartphones.” This 
popularized view must be evaluated insofar as it is 
refuted by scientific evidence showing the pros and 
cons of the influence of the internet on doctor-patient 
relationships.2, 4, 5

In fact, it is believed that there has been, in recent 
years, the replacement of a passive and uninformed 
patient with an empowered individual willing to 
improve his or her own health condition.5 Modern 
medicine also encourages patient’s participation as 
a of the pillars that constitute the practice of evi-
dence-based medicine, being seen as an active indi-
vidual in the decision-making process in the face of 
diagnostic and therapeutic possibilities offered6; the 
Brazilian Code of Medical Ethics defines this atti-
tude as the principle of autonomy.7

The major advantage of online access to infor-
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mation in the doctor-patient relationship is that the 
patient may be more qualified to manage their own 
health, especially in home-based care, by engaging 
in partnerships with their physicians. On the other 
hand, doctors may feel their authority undermined 
by a patient with a more questioning attitude, in ad-
dition to the possible emergence of weaknesses in 
the trust relationship, if the guidelines given in the 
doctor’s office differ from those found online.8

Traditionally, the physician is seen as having 
greater clinical knowledge when compared to the 
patient, thus establishing a relationship of power, in 
which the patient must rely on the precision of the 
diagnosis and on the doctor’s recommendations.9 
However, it is now seen that this professional can es-
tablish a collaborative model in the relationship with 
his/her patient, helping them to choose the method 
of treatment that they prefers and encouraging them 
to actively research in reliable and adequate sources 
information about their health, which positively in-
fluences the relationship.10

It is worth mentioning that physicians also enjoy 
the advance of the internet in accessing healthcare 
information, through research in databases and cat-
alogues of academic journals. In addition to online 
scientific research, they can inserted themselves in 
social media (blogs, video sharing sites, social net-
works, among others), and it is possible to involve 
and build virtual relationships with patients and the 
community; in these cases, it is advised that the pro-
fessional should observe his/her digital privacy, eth-
ical aspects and attitude adopted.6, 11

Finally, it is understood that access to healthcare 
information online is not free from risks such as in-
security and fears, both by patients and physicians. 
However, the promotion of benefits through the in-
ternet, such as the creation of instruments to cope 
with life threatening situations and emotional relief, 
is already recognized as a positive effect for certain 
patients.12 The cognitive aspect of the patient as a 
determinant for the interpretation of online health 
information must be understood; the medical abil-
ity to critically evaluate the sources consulted is 
paramount in conducting the process of reflection 
and empowerment of people in sharing of knowl-

edge. Thus, recognizing the information age as a 
social advance is necessary, weighing positive and 
negative aspects, to continue the endless process of 
improving communication and the doctor-patient 
relationship.
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