Konda M, Gould M, Mangal R, Daniel A, Stead T, Ganti L. The Doctor-Patient
relationship: A bibliometric analysis. Health Psychology Research. 2023;11.
doi:10.52965/001¢.90429

General

The Doctor-Patient relationship: A bibliometric analysis
Meghana Konda®, Murdoc Gould'®, Rohan Mangal’®, Anjali Daniel’®, Thor Stead'®, Latha Ganti®

T Rollins College, 2 University of Miami School of Medicine, 3 Emory University, 4 The Warren Alpert Medical School, Brown University, > Medical
Science, Brown University

Keywords: bibliometric analysis, doctor-patient relationship, physician-patient communication

https://doi.org/10.52965/001c.90429

Health Psychology Research
Vol. 11, 2023

Objective

Doctor-patient communication is an essential clinical practice necessary to improve
overall patient experience and their adherence to treatment. This form of communication
involves first, listening without interruptions and then, conveying information in a clear
and concise manner.

Methods

A bibliometric analysis was conducted on publications extracted from the Web of Science
database related to doctor-patient communication from 2012 to 2022 using the
VOSviewer 1.6.15 software to visualize trends.

Results

20,376 articles were from 2012 to 2022 met the inclusion criteria of being recognized by
the search phrase “physician-patient communication.” Throughout the defined time
period, USA, Canada, and Germany consistently took the top three positions in terms of
publishing the most articles regarding the topic. Additionally, the Patient Education and
Counseling Journal was the journal with the most publications regarding the topic.

Innovation

A bibliometric analysis is a relatively novel way to frame research in a given area. It
allows researchers to analyze trends in publication, and capture data from multiple
disciplines.

Conclusion

The number of articles published annually regarding doctor-patient communication has
constantly been increasing from 2012-2022, demonstrating its importance as a crucial
component of effective health care.

1. INTRODUCTION patients is influenced by their perception of them. Physi-
cians tend to be more patient-centered and less con-
tentious when they believe the patient is a good commu-
nicator who will thoroughly adhere to their
recommendations.# Patients who ask questions, express
their concerns, and state their preferences are more likely
to form an effective relationship with their physician. This
allows physicians to better accommodate patients and cre-
ate shared decisions. However, this can only be achieved if
physicians take responsibility to encourage patients to be
more open and communicative. Patients may be hesitant to
actively engage in discussions regarding their care due to a
variety of factors, including but not limited to fear, anxiety,
embarrassment, or a lack of knowledge. Physicians should
create a safe and supportive environment by actively listen-
ing to patients, acknowledging their concerns and prefer-
ences, and responding with empathy. Therefore, it is crucial
that physicians are provided with communication training

The doctor-patient relationship is the foundation of med-
ical care and has a pivotal role in the healthcare system.!
Doctor-patient communication has significant effects on
patient outcomes as it allows patients to engage in in-
formed decision-making, improving their adherence to
treatment. As physicians encourage open communication
regarding a patient’s socioeconomic status and lifestyle
practices, they can better understand the patient’s past
medical history, medications, and reservations about cer-
tain treatments.2 Establishing a trustworthy relationship
allows doctors to provide appropriate counseling and rec-
ommend treatment options that are best suited for pa-
tients.3

Extensive research literature has been published estab-
lishing that the way physicians treat and interact with their
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as part of their medical education to ensure that they are
equipped with the skills necessary to improve the overall
patient experience.5

Since it has been established that doctor-patient com-
munication is essential to patient recovery and satisfaction,
it is critical to broaden its role in healthcare. Researchers
and educators need to be more aware of this relationship
between effective communication and patient health out-
comes to improve the quality of medical care provided.

2. METHODS
2.1. DATA SOURCE & SEARCH STRATEGY

The dataset for this study was obtained from the Web of
Science (WOS) Core Collection. This collection comprises
numerous articles on scientific content, impact, and collab-
oration from the 1900s to the present day. Past literature
has suggested that the WOS database is optimal for biblio-
metric analysis due to its abundance of high-quality publi-
cations.®

The doctor-patient communication search was restricted
to the period between January 2012 to December 2022 and
was analyzed in two year intervals, except for the year of
2022 which was analyzed separately. In the WOS database,
the query was limited to the topic field which included the
title, abstract, and keywords. “Physician patient commu-
nication” was the search term that was used to retrieve
the articles in the study. It is important to note that no
other limitations such as punctuation and capitalization
were added to the search term. Additionally, there was no
exclusion based on language or type of article, as all docu-
ments surrounding the search term were analyzed.

The retrieved publications were exported in groups of
500 documents at a time as a delimited text file with the
“full record and cited references” of each article. After fil-
tering out and excluding articles which did not meet the
inclusion criteria for the time period, the following infor-
mation was extracted and analyzed: title, abstract, author,
keywords, publishing source, country of publication, and
the number of citations.

2.2. DATA ANALYSIS

In this study, a bibliometric analysis was conducted. A bib-
liometric analysis is a quantitative analysis of literature
that provides researchers with a comprehensive under-
standing of a specific research area.” From the WOS core
collection, all delimited text files were imported into the
VOSviewer software (version 1.6.15) for analysis and trend
collection. From each article, data regarding authors, ab-
stracts, keywords, journals, and citations were retrieved to
analyze trends in two year intervals. The VOSviewer soft-
ware was utilized to determine top ranking authors, jour-
nals, and keywords to later construct bibliometric maps.
These bibliometric maps provided a visual representation
of bibliographic coupling and established which journals
and authors had the most frequent concurrent citations.8
The bibliometric map provides an outline of the frequency
of the term (author, country, journal, and keywords), as well

as the strength of the connection and interconnectedness
between terms. Each term is connected to other terms by
links which have varying lengths and thickness to indicate
the strength of the connection.”

3. RESULTS

A total of 31,123 publications were retrieved. After exclud-
ing irrelevant articles that did not fit into the criteria based
on the date of publication, 20,376 articles published be-
tween

2012-2022 were analyzed. Of these, 17,133 (84.1%) were
original research articles, 1,927 (9.5%) were review articles,
378 (1.9%) were editorials, 190 (1.0%) were abstracts, and
the remaining forms of publications were letters and news.
The majority of the publications, 19,152 (93.9%), were writ-
ten in English, with authors from 168 different countries
and regions. The 20,376 articles were written by 200 au-
thors and were published in 272 different journals. Addi-
tionally, the number of articles regarding physician-doctor
communication has been constantly increasing over time as
seen in Figure 1.

A comprehensive analysis was conducted to identify the
countries that published the most articles about doctor-
patient communication. This analysis included literature
from 168 different countries and regions. The United States
was the most prominent country, publishing approximately
918 articles annually and therefore, maintaining its posi-
tion as the top publisher of the topic for the past 11 years.
The U.S. also had the highest total number of citations, ac-
counting for 87% of all articles cited on the topic. Consis-
tently for the past eleven years, Canada and Germany have
ranked second and third, respectively, for the number of ar-
ticles published, with approximately 298 and 117 articles
published annually.

Figures 2A and 2B display the geographical distribution
of publications on doctor-patient communication in 2012
and 2022, respectively. In this bibliometric map, the size of
each circle is representative of the amount of articles that
were published from the corresponding country.

Additionally, links that connect the circles represent co-
authorship and are classified as a cluster with the same
color. The line thickness represents the strength of global
collaboration and the intensity of connectivity between dif-
ferent countries. The United States had the strongest inter-
national collaboration network with an average of 721 total
link strengths, followed by the Netherlands (~246), England
(~222), and Canada (~182). After analyzing all the data, it
was concluded that the United States had the most linkage
with Canada due to several co-authorship published papers,
as well as citations.

In total, 2,394 articles were published in the top 10 most
active journals, which accounted for 12% of all publications
on physician-patient communication. The Patient Educa-
tion and Counseling journal ranked as the journal with the
highest number of publications in the past 11 years. It ac-
counted for 3% (703) of all articles published regarding
the search term. Additionally, the Journal of General Inter-
nal Medicine (283), Plos One (267), BM] Open (228), and
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Figure 1 represents the total number of articles published annually from 2012 to 2022 and shows the increasing

trend.
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Figure 2A displays the distribution and frequency of published papers in various countries regarding physician-

patient communication in 2012.

BMC Health Services Research (226) were ranked as the top
five journals with the most publications on physician-pa-
tient communication. Additionally, the United States De-
partment of Health and Human Services and the National
Institute of Health were ranked as the top agencies funding
journals to publish articles regarding the topic. In compari-
son with 228 other funding sources, these two United States
agencies accounted for 32.7% of all funding. Figures 3A and
3B demonstrate the changes in the top journals with the
most published articles from 2012 to 2022. Figure 4 repre-

sents the total number of published articles in the past 11
years of the top 10 journals.

After analyzing the dataset, several keywords were iden-
tified to be consistently relevant throughout the years.
Words such as “student” (n~683) and “resident” (n~676)
were part of the top 10 keywords every year from
2012-2022. Additionally, over time, “empathy” was another
keyword with a 13.6% concurrency rate, followed by “com-
munication skill” (8.2%) and depression/anxiety (6.4%).
Additionally, it must be noted that in 2022, the words “dis-
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Figure 2B displays the distribution and frequency of
published papers in various countries regarding
physician-patient communication in 2022.

ease” and “pandemic” account for two of top three key-
words. Figure 5 displays the most frequently occurring key-
words throughout the years. In terms of citation, nursing
(n=6,376) and palliative care (n=2,490) were the most com-
mon topics for which physician-patient communication ar-
ticles were used. Shared decision making (n=2,939) and in-
terprofessional education (n=803) were the most frequent
subtopics that were cited in the 20,376 articles.
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4. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
4.1. DISCUSSION

Doctor-patient communication is an essential component
in the delivery of proper health care.10 This approach fo-
cuses on establishing interpersonal relationships, facilitat-
ing clear and accurate exchange of information, and en-
couraging patients to participate in informed decision
making. By establishing proper communication with the
patient, the physician can gain a better understanding of
their needs and expectations, leading to a more trustworthy
relationship. Using bibliometric analysis, this study focuses
on examining current literature on this topic including
characteristics of publications, countries, journals, authors,
citations, and recurring keywords.

Interestingly, 95.6% of all publications regarding doctor-
patient communication were articles, letters, and editori-
als. A previous study reported that these article reviews,
editorials, and letters, were more popular on social media
and networking platforms.11 As these forms of publications
are more available to the general public and help raise
awareness of the topic, future research articles regarding
physician-patient communication should be published in
the same manner. From 2012 to 2022, the number of ar-
ticles published in these easily accessible formats has ap-
proximately doubled from 1,212 to 2,232 publications.
Overall, by publishing articles in a format that is easily ac-
cessible to the general public, authors can have a greater
impact and influence on the healthcare system.
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Figure 3A displays the distribution and frequency of published papers in various journals regarding physician-

patient communication in 2012.
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Figure 3B displays the distribution and frequency of published papers in various journals regarding physician-

patient communication in 2022.

Top Ten Journals With The Most Publications
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Figure 4 displays the total number of published articles regarding physician-patient communication by the top

10 journals.

4.2. INNOVATION

A bibliometric analysis is a relatively novel way to frame
research in a given area. It allows researchers to analyze
trends in publication, and capture data from multiple dis-
ciplines. The doctor-patient relationship is a topic that en-
compasses all specialties within medicine and spans the
disciplines across medicine in general. Not surprisingly, our
analysis revealed a total of 20,376 documents were pub-
lished across 168 different countries and regions.

This bibliometric analysis highlighted that the United
States, Canada, and Germany play a crucial role in enforc-
ing interventional treatments that go beyond conventional
medical therapeutics. Although medications and prescrip-
tions have a significant impact on patient recovery, effec-
tive doctor-patient communication is essential for a pa-
tient’s adherence to treatments and satisfaction. These
three countries contributed to 66.1% of the total articles
published from 2012 to 2022. However, the average citation
of publications from Germany was much lower than that
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Figure 5 displays the most common keywords used in the relevant articles published between 2012 and 2022.

of the United States and Canada. The United States had
the highest number of publications regarding the topic, ac-
counting for approximately 50% of total publications dur-
ing the defined time period. In the United States, there is
a growing demand for holistic care for patients that takes
their physical, psychological, and emotional status into ac-
count. The Accreditation Council for Graduate Medical Ed-
ucation, which accredits all medical training programs for
physicians in the United States, has emphasized the im-
portance of doctor-patient communication and has estab-
lished it as one of the six training components necessary to
demonstrate competence as a physician.12 Doctor-patient
communication is constantly being promoted as an inter-
disciplinary approach to medical care by the United States,
in addition to other European countries. However, there
is a significant disparity of articles being published be-
tween North American and European countries and Asian,
African, Australian, and South American countries, which
only account for less than 7% of all articles published on
the topic. This could suggest a lack of awareness on under-
standing the importance of enforcing doctor-patient com-
munication as an attribute of effective medical care. To
address this issue, it is crucial to support and fund inter-
national research collaboration so strategies focus more on
improving doctor-patient communication.

After analyzing the organizations that support ongoing
studies regarding doctor-patient communication, it can be
established that colleges and universities are pivotal for
the development of scientific research. Harvard University,
Harvard Medical School, and Johns Hopkins University had
the most affiliations with research studies in this area, ac-
counting for approximately 47% of all affiliations. Addi-
tionally, geographical and cultural expectations were also
evident in the level of cooperation between organizations.

Cooperation and co-authorship was 4.3 times more promi-
nent between researchers from America and Canada in
comparison to researchers from countries such as India,
China, and Saudi Arabia.

Articles related to doctor-patient communication have
been published in 272 journals.

The top 10 most productive journals published 2,394 ar-
ticles, accounting for 12% of all publications on the topic.
The top two journals with the most publications on the
topic were the Patient Education and Counseling Journal
and the Journal of General Internal Medicine. These inter-
national and easily accessible journals aim to enhance un-
derstanding of communication mechanisms in health care.
Since their main audience includes healthcare workers, re-
searchers, and the general public, they are able to directly
impact global healthcare systems by promoting doctor-pa-
tient communication as an essential component based on
scholastic evidence.

4.3. CONCLUSIONS

By analyzing the frequency of keywords, the future direc-
tion of research regarding physician-patient communica-
tion can be determined. The bibliometric analysis of the
selected articles indicated that there were four primary
hotspots or focus areas in the research of the topic. One pri-
mary cluster describes the impact of students, nurses, and
residents on the effectiveness of physician-patient commu-
nication. Patients could feel uncomfortable when having
students or residents in the same room with them com-
pared to when they are alone with the doctor. The re-
currence of these keywords emphasizes the importance of
helping ease away this uncomfortable feeling in patients.
This can be achieved by first introducing students and res-
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idents and then, asking for the patient’s permission to en-
sure that they are comfortable with having them in the
room. Clusters two and three focus on specialties where
doctor-patient communication is commonly used. For ex-
ample, keywords such as “woman,” “palliative care”, and
“asthma” represent areas in medicine where doctor-patient
communication is effective for conveying treatment options
and recommendations. Given that gynecology, oncology,
and pulmonology are specialties that require conveying
sensitive information between physicians and patients, it
is critical that doctors develop and follow a framework to
provide the best support and care for their patients. Lastly,
cluster four pertains to words describing different compo-
nents of an efficient doctor-patient communication frame-
work. For instance, words such as “recall,” “empathy,” and
“communication skill” represent key features crucial to
thoroughly understanding a patient’s past medical history
and recommending treatment options that the patient is
comfortable with. By focusing on these hotspots, further re-
search can strengthen the correlation between these key-
words and the productive use of doctor-patient communi-
cation in healthcare.

There are a few limitations to note in this study. Firstly,
the Web of Science database was the only database used
to retrieve articles and publications for analysis. Therefore,
this bibliometric analysis does not provide a complete
overview of all articles published between 2012-2022 on
doctor-patient communication, as other databases were not
utilized. Additionally, due to the need to analyze articles for
keywords and citations, only a select number with free full
text available were used for analysis, which further limited
the scope of the study.
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