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IT HELPS TO TALK: HOW TO GET THE 
MOST FROM A VISIT TO YOUR DOCTOR 
SOURCE: BASED ON A PAMPHLET DEVELOPED BY HEALTH CANADA 

 
 

So much to know, so little time.   
 "I don't assume my doctor is too busy to 
talk about the things that worry me."  
 "I don't always tell my doctor everything. I 
am afraid to talk about certain subjects."  
 "I don't seem able to ask the right 
questions."  
 "Sometimes my questions are not 
answered I feel like I don't have enough 
information."  
 "Sometimes I am given too much 
information. It's overwhelming."  
 "I pretend I understand when I really 
don't."  
 "I blurt out what worries me most when 
there is no time left to talk."  
 "When I leave, I am not always sure what 
my doctor wants me to do."  

   

It helps to talk.  
When you are ill and under stress, it is 
important to talk with your doctor about your 
concerns. Not only will it help you 
understand your treatment options, but it 
can also actually improve your physical and 
emotional wellbeing. It can even prevent 
unnecessary visits down the road.  
  
We know it can be hard dealing with 
complicated medical decisions, especially 
when your doctor's time is limited. Here are 
some ways to help you both understand your 
needs and where you want your treatment to 
go.  
  

Before your visit - be ready.  
Ask a friend to go with you. This can make 
the visit less stressful for you.  A friend can 
take notes, ask questions you may not think 
of and help you remember what the doctor 
says. Spend time before the visit talking 
about what you would like them to do.  
  
Write down your concerns and questions 
in advance. When you are in the doctor's 
office, it can be hard to remember all the 
details of your problem. Sit quietly and write 
them down before you go. Add any questions 
you want to ask, the medications you are 
taking and any family history that may be 
relevant. Remember to take the list with you 
when you go.  
  

 At the doctor's office - be clear.  
 Ask your most important questions 
early in the visit.  That way, the doctor 
can focus first on what you most want to 
know. Go over your list together and see if 
you will need a follow-up visit to cover all 
your concerns.  
 Take notes. This will help you remember 
what the doctor says. If a friend is with 
you, have them take notes while you 
focus on listening and asking questions.  
 Tell the doctor as much as you can. Not 
just your physical symptoms, but your 
thoughts and feelings as well. It will help 
your doctor to know anything that may 
affect your decisions or reactions to the 
suggested investigations or treatment. 
For example: What do you think is wrong? 
Are you worried by what you know or 
have heard about this illness? What do 
you know about treatments for this 
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illness?  Are you concerned about how it 
may affect your everyday life?  
 Is there anything about your home, 
family or work situation that will decide 
the treatment you choose and how well 
you stick to it?  
 Ask the doctor as much as you feel you 
need. The more you understand, the 
more your doctor can help, but too much 
information can be confusing. so do make 
your needs clear. for example: Want to 
know more? "I will feel better if I know as 
much as possible. Is there something 
more you can tell me? Can I see my test 
results? Do you have material/ I can take 
away and read?'' Want to know less? "I 
know this is all important, but I'm betting 
confused Can we focus on what I need to 
know now, and talk about the rest 
another time?"  
 If you don't understand, say so. Ask the 
doctor to explain medical words or repeat 
things in plain language. Ask for a sketch 
or illustration that explains your illness, 
treatments, or tests.  
 Repeat what you think the doctor said, 
in your own words. This can clear up 
confusion, make sure you don't miss 
important points and help you remember 
instruction.  
 Ask for a written treatment plan. If you 
feel your own notes are not enough, have 
your doctor write down instructions for 
you.  
 Don't be afraid to ask for a second 
opinion. Your doctor will be happy to 
have you confirm the results if it makes 
you feel better about your treatment.  

  

When you get home - consider 
what was said.  

 Review the visit. To remember clearly 
what you and your doctor talked about, 
review the notes that you or your friend 
took during the visit.  
 Keep a journal. This can become a 
valuable reference. Write down what you 
learn from your doctor, other people or 
your own reading. Make a note of your 
symptoms, prescribed medications, 
reactions to and questions as they occur. 
Read them over before your next visit.  
 Learn some basic medical terms. This 
will help you follow your progress and 
manage your care. Ask the doctor for a 
booklet that has a glossary.  
 Get more information if you need it. If 
you are concerned about your results and 
the options the doctor has given you, find 
out more before deciding. Talk it over with 
your family or your primary care physician. 
Get a second opinion if it makes you feel 
more comfortable. Then make another 
appointment with the doctor when you 
have had time to think.  

  
P.S. If you really feel that you and your doctor 
do not have good rapport, remember you 
have a right to change doctors if you wish.  
  

Feeling overwhelmed? Please say 
so.  

 Tell your doctor what is making you feel 
uncomfortable and offer to work together 
to make it better.  
 Too many questions? "/ know you need 
this information, but I am feeling 
overwhelmed with your questions. Please 
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give me time to understand them so I can 
give you accurate answers."  
 Too much information? "I know I need 
this information, but I can't take it all in 
right now.  Can we make another 
appointment for a longer talk?"  
 Rushed to plan? "/ feel I need a few days 
to think this over before deciding. Can we 
talk again?" 
 Too worried to focus? "/ am really 
concerned about what this will do to my 
family. It's hard to concentrate on what 
you are telling me right now. "  

 Confused about treatment? "I'm not sure 
what you want me to do when I leave 
here. Can we go over it again?" 
 Need additional help? Do you need 
specific information that your doctor 
cannot provide, or extra emotional 
support for yourself and your family? Ask 
your doctor to help you arrange a 
meeting with someone qualified to help.  

  
  

 
 

"Promoting recovery through self-help."  
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