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POSITIONS

Position 1: Electronic Communication Can
Supplement In-Person Interactions Between
Patient and Physician

E-communication between patient and doctor can be an addi-
tion to an established patient-physician relationship, but
should not take the place of in-person communications. It

should strengthen, not impede, ongoing relationships ground-
ed in interactions with“active listening and discussion, eye
contact, and thorough physical examination” in building“ther-
apeutic alliances”.14

Outside of cross-coverage, patient-physician e-communica-
tion should only occur within a patient-physician relationship
that has been established in-person or through a valid

Table 1 ACP Recommendations for Electronic Communication Between Patients and Physicians

ACP Position/recommendation Actions Rationale

1. Electronic communication can supplement
in-person interactions between patient and
physician

•



telemedicine encounter13 to ensure standards of practice, con-
fidentiality, ethics, and professionalism are upheld.7 This al-
lows physicians to utilize clinical context, physical exams, and
clinic conversations to advise patients.14 An individual who
otherwise initiates e-communication for clinical advice should
be advised to make an appointment or as appropriate, seek
emergency care.7 Clinicians should be aware of institutional
policies and laws and regulations on e-communication and
consultation which may vary by state.10

In-person communication techniques (i.e., asking open-
ended questions, providing frequent summaries, etc.) are
not always directly transferrable to e-communication
where the absence of in-person conversation, brevity,
and non-verbal cues challenge assessment of understand-
ing. While e-communication may enhance connectivity,
time between and expectations for responses, potential
typographical errors, or misinterpretation raise concerns.
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