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Being a Partner with Your 
Physician

Jason B. Fleming, MD
MD Anderson Cancer Center

Houston, TX

Disclaimer

• I am not a systems, healthcare insurance or 
behavioral science expert

• I treat patients with pancreatic cancer
• I have eyes and can read

What I see

• The relationship between doctors and 
patients is strained 
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Classic Model

JanSteen-Doctor'sVisit(1658-1662) 

Specialization of Care

Data-Driven Management

Consumerism (Resource 
Control)

Physician

Patient

Professional Economics
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Specialization of Care

Specialized 
Care Yields
Superior 
Results

Focused Effort
Results in 
Knowledge Gaps 
and Errors

Surgeons in the US carry out an average of 0.4 PDs per year 

Specialization of Care

Surgery. 2007 May;141(5):694-701 
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Specialization of Care

Catastrophe

Initiating 
Events

“Swiss Cheese” Model

Fleming Theory:
Gaps in General Medical 
Knowledge (“holes in the 
cheese”) may Increase with 
Specialization.

Physician
� Work as a Team

� Communicate 
Effectively.

� Know when to get 
help.

� Clarify your role to the 
patient

Solution

Patient
� Obtain and provide 

all pertinent Health 
Information .

� Get in the 
communication 
loop.

� Try to understand  
the global issues.
1.Safety

2.Good Cancer Care

3.Best Functional 
Outcome.
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Data-Driven Management

Improved 
Technology
Provides more 
Accurate
Information

Over-reliance on 
technology can 
“forget” Critical 
Patient-Centered 
Issues

“Sick need people who 
can understand their 
diseases,  treat their 
medical problems, and 
accompany them  through 
their illnesses.” Rita 
Charon, Narrative 
Medicine

“… physicians have been 
trained to believe that it is a 
scientific objectivity …. 
makes them most effective 
in their efforts to understand 
and resolve the pain that 
others bring them, and a 
mental distance that 
protects them from 
becoming wounded from 
this difficult work.” (Naomi 
Remen, 1978) 

Learned Objectivity 
of Physicians

Many Needs of the 
Sick

Data-Driven Management
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Data-Driven Management

Sensitivity for unresectable disease 0.92

Specificity 0.91

Negative predictive value 0.74

Positive predictive value 0.98

Accuracy 0.92

Abdom Imaging. 2006 Sep 12 

Data-Driven Management
Empathetic
Motivation

Openness
+
Professional
Integrity
+
Warmth

Empathetic
Attention

Seek clues
to pts’
Thoughts
Feelings
Expectations

Empathetic
Understanding

THERAPEUTIC 
RAPPORT
(wk          strng)

Accurate Picture
of pts’
Expectations

Empathetic
Skills

Bld Picture
of pts’
Thoughts
Feelings
Expectations

Med Educ. 2007 Jul;41(7):690-7 

+                               +     

Doctor Factors
(mood, self-belief,

self-awareness,
expectations)

Patient Factors
(mood, anxiety,
self-awareness,
expectations)

Environmental Factors
(atmosphere,

resources,
time of day)
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Solution
Physician

� Make allowances for 
adequate patient 
interaction
� Review data in advance
� Allow adequate time

� Create adequate 
environment
� Personnel 
� Physical Plant

� Avoid distractions
� Pagers and cell phones 

off
� Don’t bring personal issues 

Patient

� Prepare in advance

� Write down 
questions

� Be Patient

� Bring items to keep 
busy

� Don’t overschedule

� Avoid Distractions

� Cell phones off

� Don’t Bring Personal 
Issues

Consumerism (Resource Control)

Efficient and 
Effective 
Delivery of 
Patient Care

Medicine driven by 
“bottom line”
versus 
Patient Care
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$

PatientPhysician

Consumerism (Resource Control)

Physician/Health
Provider

Organizations

Health
Maintenance

Organizations

Solution
Pancreas Cancer Specific Attack

• Contact medical director

• Is expertise available in network (for your 
specific problem)?

• How many pancreas surgeries does the “in 
network” provider perform?

• What is the survival for pancreas cancer 
treatment “in network”?

• What is the complication rate 
(morbidity/mortality) for pancreas surgery 
using the “in network” MDs?

• Published data supporting  surgical 
treatment at high volume center has better 
outcomes and long-term survival

$

PatientPhysician
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Professional Economics

MD-MD relationships 
(esp if driven by 
cronyism or secondary 
gain) may supercede 
patient-MD relationshipStrong MD-MD 

relationships build 
teamwork

Professional Economics

Patient

Physician
A

Suspicion 
Of Pancreas 
Cancer

Physician
B

Physician
C

Patient

Possible
Surgery

Patient

?Provider Network
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Solution
Physician

� Professional and personal 
integrity

� Difficult to police
� National Databanks now 

tracking results
� Encourage non-biased 

well-informed educational 
tools

Patient
� Stop the Emotional 

“Freight Train” 

� Get Educated about 
your doctors and 
published results

� Ask Direct Questions

Monday - Friday 
8:00 am - 5:00 pm (Pacific Time)
Toll-free: 877.272.6226
Email: pals@pancan.org

PALS (Patient and Liaison Services)

New Model

Physician Patient


