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Creating a Better Hospital Experience 
 
Study after study has found that the use of certain treatments varies widely—from region to 
region, state to state, and city to city. But there are even larger differences in the use of 
treatments within a single health plan or hospital, or by a single clinician.  
That is why it is very important to work closely with your provider team when treatment 
decisions need to be made. Make sure your physician knows your questions, concerns, and 
preferences. Ask your physician if the treatments he or she recommends are based on the 
latest scientific evidence.  
 
Choosing a Treatment 
When choosing a treatment, make sure you understand:  

• What your diagnosis is.  

• Whether treatment is really needed at this time.  

• What your treatment options are.  

• Whether the treatment options are based on the latest scientific evidence.  

• The benefits and risks of each treatment.  

• The cost of each treatment.  

• If you understand and feel comfortable with your treatment plan, you are more likely to do 
your part to make it work. Research shows that people who are actively involved in their 
own health care tend to get better results.  

 
Describing Your Problem to the Physician 
The first step in getting the right treatment is to tell your physician what's going on. Below is a 
list of information that may be important to your care.  
 

Your symptoms:  

• When they first started  

• When they occur  

• Are they getting better? Worse? What makes them better? Worse? Are they affecting 
eating, sleeping, or other activities? How?  

 
Medicines you take: 

• The name of all medications; be sure to include prescriptions and other medications you 
take that don’t require a prescription 

• When you take them 

• How you take them, even if it doesn’t match the directions you were given 
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Medical Tests  
Clinicians order blood tests, x-rays, and other tests to help diagnose medical problems. Perhaps 
you do not know why you need a test, or you don't understand how it will help you.  
Here are some questions to ask:  

• How is the test done?  

• What kind of information will the test provide?  

• Is this test the only way to find out that information?  

• What are the benefits and risks of having this test?  

• How accurate is the test?  

• What do I need to do to prepare for the test? (What you do or don't do may affect the 
accuracy of the test results.)  

• Will the test be uncomfortable?  

• How long will it take to get the results, and how will I get them?  

• What's the next step after the test?  
 

What about the test results?  
Do not assume that no news is good news. If you do not hear from your physician, call or ask to 
get your test results. If you and your physician think the test results may not be right, ask your 
physician about having the test done again.  
 

What is the Diagnosis? 
When your physician has decided what your problem is, he or she will give you a diagnosis. But 
you should know that reaching a diagnosis can be hard. Sometimes it can take a long time. And 
sometimes it is hard to find out exactly what is wrong.  
 
Here are some questions to ask: 

• Ask your physician to explain what you have and how it might affect you and your family.  

• What is my prognosis (outlook for the future)?  

• What changes, if any, will I need to make in my daily life?  

• Is there a chance that someone else in my family might get the same condition?  

• Will I need special help at home for my condition? If so, what type of help?  

• Ask for materials you can take home. You also might want to find out if there are any 
support groups for people with your condition.  

 

Looking at the Options  
The next step is for you and your physician to look at your treatment options. Your physician 
may recommend one or more of the following:  

• Behavior change (for example: eating a healthier diet, getting more exercise, quitting 
smoking) 

• Prescription medicine 

• Non-prescription ("over-the-counter") medicines 

• Surgery 

• Rehabilitation (such as physical therapy) 

• Other treatments (for example, chiropractic services, massage, or acupuncture) 
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• "Watchful waiting." (You and your physician keep track of your symptoms and watch for any 
changes. If there are changes, then treatment might be the next step.)  

 

Not all treatments have been proven by research studies to work-or to be the best treatment 
for what you have. "Clinical practice guidelines" can help physicians and patients make the right 
treatment choices for some conditions. Some of these guidelines are based on scientific 
evidence about which treatments work for certain conditions and which do not. Ask your 
physician if there are evidence-based guidelines on treatments for your condition.  
 

Ask about any books or special materials that can help you decide which treatment is best for 
you. For example, "shared decision-making programs" use video, audio, and computer graphics 
to help patients make decisions based on science and on their own values and preferences. 
Self-help groups, patient organizations (such as the American Cancer Society and the American 
Diabetes Association), the Internet, and your library are other sources of information.  
 
 

Understanding your Treatment 
All treatments have benefits and risks. To learn more about them you may want to ask your 
physician:  
• What is the recommended treatment? Are there other choices?  
• What are the chances the treatment will work?  
• What are the expected results? When will I see them?  
• What are the risks?  
• What are the benefits?  
• Are there any side effects? (Most treatments have them.) What can be done about them?  
• Is the treatment painful? How can the pain be controlled?  
• What happens if I choose to have no treatment at all?  
• How much does the treatment cost? Will my health plan pay?  
 
Once you have the answers to these questions, you might want to make a chart of "Benefits 
and Risks" or "Pros and Cons" to help you decide if the treatment is right for you. Here is a 
sample chart:  

Benefits (Pros)  
• Treatment has worked well for others with my condition.  
• The medicine only needs to be taken once a day.  
• No major side effects are expected.  

Risks (Cons)  
• Some minor side effects (rash, stomach upset) could be troubling.  
• The medicine is costly.  

 
What Can You Do to Help the Treatment Work?  

• Ask about anything you do not understand.  

• Follow the physician's directions. If you have a problem with the directions, tell the 
physician—the sooner, the better.  

• If you have made any changes in the treatment plan, tell the physician.  
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• If you feel worse, have new symptoms, or have side effects from the treatment, call your 
physician.  

 
Making Decisions About Surgery  
Some surgeries must be done right away. But most surgery is not an emergency. That means 
you have time to talk with your physician and decide what is best for you. No surgery, not even 
minor surgery, is risk-free. To decide if a procedure is right for you, learn about it and its 
possible benefits and risks. Research shows that patients who know the facts about surgery and 
other treatments can better work with their physicians to make decisions based on science and 
on what the patient prefers. This results in a more satisfied patient.  
 

Here are some questions you may want to ask your physician or surgeon:  

• Do I really need this surgery? Is there some other way to treat my condition?  

• What will happen if I wait until later to have surgery? Or never have it at all?  

• How often does this type of surgery help my kind of problem? How much does it help?  

• Where will the surgery be performed?  

• Does the surgeon, hospital, or surgery center have a lot of experience with this kind of 
procedure?  

• Is the surgeon experienced and qualified to perform the surgery?  

• What complications or side effects might I have?  

• What kind of pain might I have? How will it be treated?  

• How long will it take me to recover? Will I need help at home? What kind of help?  

• How much does the surgery cost?  

• Will my health plan pay? 
 

Getting a Second Opinion  
A "second opinion" is when another physician gives his or her views about what you have and 
how it should be treated. A second opinion can help you decide whether the surgery is right for 
you at this time. Your physician and surgeon should welcome your request for a second 
opinion. Your health plan may even require one for some types of surgery.  
You can ask your physician, health plan, a local medical school, or local medical society for help 
in finding someone to give you a second opinion. But first check to see if your health plan 
covers second opinions.  
 

Ambulatory Surgery Centers  
Today more and more surgeries are done in places other than hospitals. These are "in and out" 
(ambulatory) surgery centers, where you may stay for a few hours or up to one night. If you 
plan to have surgery at such a center, call your health plan or visit the center to find out:  

• Does your health plan cover your care there? 

• Are staff well trained and experienced?   

• Is the center is affiliated with a hospital? If not, find out how the center will handle any 
emergency that could happen during your visit.  
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Planning Your Recovery  
Planning for your discharge should start when you arrive at the hospital. Patients who 
understand and follow directions about follow-up care are more likely to heal faster and less 
likely to require re-hospitalization. Participate in all decisions about your treatment. You are the 
center of the health care team.  
 

While a nurse, social worker, or discharge planners are often involved in helping patients plan 
for follow-up care, there are many things that patients and their families can do that will make 
a real difference. Full recovery is dependent upon continuing to get needed support and 
services.  
 

When patients play a more active role in the discharge process, they experience better health 
outcomes and they are also less likely to need to return to the hospital.  

• Find out about your condition –  

• Know how soon you should feel better 

• When you can resume everyday activities such as walking or preparing meals 

• What the warning signs and symptoms you should watch for 

• Will you need the help of a family member or friend in your discharge from the 
hospital, as well as to look in on you once you leave the hospital 

• Find out about new medicines –  

• Request written directions for new medicines, possible side effects and how to take 
them  

• Ask if you should stop taking any medicines you were taking before you went to the 
hospital 

• Find out if other medicines, vitamins and herbs that you already take could interfere 
with the new drugs and whether there are any specific foods or drinks that you 
should avoid 

• Find out about follow-up care –  

• Ask for written directions about taking care of your wounds, using special 
equipment, or doing any required exercises 

• Will you need further tests after you leave the hospital and whom you should follow 
up with to get the results?  

• Do you need follow-up visits to your physician or to the hospital?  

• Do you need help to make transportation arrangements for these visits?  

• Do you need help to determine whether home care services will be necessary to 
support your recovery? 

 
The information in this section is adapted from the Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality Web 

site. 
 
 

 
 


