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ntil recently, health care decision
makers needing to expand or replace
members of their clinical teams made
these decisions on the basis of recommendations of their existing health care professionals,
word-of-mouth reviews in their communities,
and the availability and proximity of clinicians
in their region. As connectivity to the Internet
has expanded, online review services have
proliferated, and medicine has been included
with virtually all service-oriented ﬁelds. As
with choosing a restaurant or hotel, modern
health care consumers need to consider the
value and ﬁndings of online reviews of their
health care teams when making decisions.
Availability of reliable data regarding an individual physician’s or organization’s outcomes,
professionalism, timeliness, cost, access, and
other issues will likely be increasingly important as patients contribute more of their own
ﬁnancial resources to their health maintenance
and care. Patients and the health care industry
need to understand the use and impact of
online reviews on decision making as well as
the value of the information provided.
Amante et al1 reported survey data in 2015
on more than 30,000 health care consumers
regarding access and sources of information.
They reported that 44% searched the Internet
for health information, and 4% visited online
health chat rooms. Women were 1.5 times
more likely to use online sources than men,
and online use was more common among
younger respondents and those with more
education. Furthermore, this study found that
use of online resources was signiﬁcantly
higher in individuals who had experienced
access issues or had a higher Charlson
Comorbidity Index.1 In 2016, Ziemba et al2
completed a survey of approximately 25,000
households in the United States that evaluated
factors, including online ratings, underlying
the choice of a surgeon. The ﬁndings indicated
that this population was more likely to search
online for a restaurant (50%) than for a
physician (21%) or a surgeon (7%). Factors

inﬂuencing choice of surgeon included insurance issues, a referral from a primary care
physician, and the reputation of the surgeon
and the hospital. Among those who used
online information, the top 3 sites utilized
were yelp.com, Healthgrades.com, and the site
of a health care system or hospital or group
practice.
The study by Widmer et al3 in this issue of
Mayo Clinic Proceedings speciﬁcally addresses
the validity or lack thereof of negative online
reviews. They matched 113 physicians with
negative online reviews with those in similar
ﬁelds but without negative reviews and
compared the Press Ganey Patient Satisfaction
Survey (PG PSS) results (a validated tool
measuring multiple domains impacting patient
experience) between these 2 groups. Overall,
the authors found no correlation between
physicians having negative reviews online and
the results of the PG PSS, with similar scores
exhibited by those with and without negative
reviews. Although individuals with and
without negative online reviews had similar
scores on physician-speciﬁc metrics in the PG
PSS such as communication skills, those with
negative online reviews were more likely to
have a lower PG PSS for nonephysicianrelated issues; such issues include, among
others, institutional facilities, parking, waiting
time to be seen, and patient interaction with
the nursing and desk staff. Physicians should,
therefore, be aware of the potential negative
impact on their online reputation caused by
diverse factors that are under institutional
control and beyond their speciﬁc purview.
Although negative reviews may not necessarily correlate with poor patient survey results,
there is evidence that positive online reviews
may reﬂect quality and augment standardized
surveys.4,5 Ideally, we help our patients most by
providing them access to all of the valid and
relevant data they need to make informed and
judicious health care decisions. Such decisions
include the most appropriate choice of health
care professionals, an objective intended by
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transparently sharing results of validated measures of patient satisfaction, morbidity and
mortality statistics, complication rates, and
other quality metrics.6
This important and timely article by
Widmer et al conveys a message for major
constituents of the health care system. To the
patient less than satisﬁed with the care that
was received and who wishes to comment
online regarding their dissatisfaction, such
online comments would be more helpful if
they provide speciﬁcs rather generalities. To
the patient seeking information online on the
choice of health care professionals, a certain
measure of circumspection is needed in
assessing the basis and cause for negative online reviews and the prudence and beneﬁt of
pursuing other sources of information that
may refute or corroborate such reviews. For
clinicians with negative online reviews, the
article by Widmer et al indicates that such
negative reviews may reﬂect organizational
and other issues over which individual health
care professionals exert no direct control;
additionally, there is a certain personal
disquietude if not public humiliation for clinicians negatively assessed online. For health
care professionals who have other data indicating they deliver high-quality care with good
patient satisfaction metrics pertaining to their
patient interactions, the ﬁndings of Widmer
et al do reassure that they personally are still
delivering the high standards of care and
professionalism that patients expect and
entirely deserve. Finally, these ﬁndings speak
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to the leadership of health care organizations
as they underscore the totality and integrity of
processes, elements, and encountersdand not
just the patient-provider interactiondthat all
need to be effectively and cohesively in place
to ensure optimal patient experience and
welfare.
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