
Recently, the AAOS completed a
follow-up of a 10-year-old survey
about what the public and patients
think about orthopaedists (“Low-
touch surgeons in a high-touch
world,” AAOS Now, May 2009). I
am pleased to announce that,
compared to the 1998 survey, the
2008 survey found that people are
more aware of what an ortho -
paedist is and what he or she does.
In 2008, 59 percent of consumers
associated “bones/surgery” with
orthopaedists, compared to just 
46 percent who made that associa-
tion 10 years ago. 

Both surveys also asked about
interactive communication skills
such as listening. In 2008, patients
rated orthopaedists significantly
higher in areas such as “spends
time answering questions” and “is
caring and compassionate” than
they did in 1998. 

Amazingly, orthopaedic
surgeons rated themselves lower in
these same qualities in 2008 than
they did in 1998. This can be inter-
preted as a sign that they are more
aware of their limitations and
shortcomings, and awareness is the
key to change. Orthopaedists have
realized that it’s about the patient
and have stopped thinking that
“it’s all about me.” (See “How are
your interpersonal skills?” page
50.) Congratulations to John R.
Tongue, MD, and the
Communication Skills Workshop
mentors for helping bring about
this change in attitude.

A disturbing finding
The survey did include, however,
one disturbing finding concerning
how orthopaedists think about

other orthopaedists. Although
camaraderie may be too much to
ask for, support and respect should
at least be present. When 55 per cent
of the public rates ortho paedists as
caring and compassionate, and only
32 percent of orthopaedists rate
their fellow surgeons as caring and
compassionate, that’s almost
embarrassing (Table 1). 

These figures were discussed by
the Communications Cabinet, and
this is what I really want to talk
about. This is not about expert
witness testimony against a fellow
orthopaedist—the AAOS can
handle that through its profes-
sional compliance program. No,
this is about a more subtle, but
probably larger, problem. 

The scenario goes something like
this: a patient comes to the office
seeking a second opinion for a
recommended treatment or is
dissatisfied with the outcome of
treatment provided by another
orthopaedist. Orthopaedic
surgeons, including me, generally
are very competitive and have large
egos; this can be a very specific
communication problem. Patients
eagerly await our opinion—or our
second opinion—on how they were
treated by the other surgeon or
orthopaedist. How we, as
orthopaedists, respond and the
message that we send are impor-
tant. It’s more than what we say or
don’t say; it’s also our body
language (raised eyebrows, shoulder
shrug, authoritarian demeanor).
Patients pick up on every word and
attitude and we need to realize this.

Several articles have been
written on professionalism and
ethics concerning an orthopaedist’s

obligation to objectively give his or
her opinion on the treatment by
another physician or orthopaedist.
I think we can all agree on this
point. If the treatment has been
poor, then ethically we should say
so, but how we say this is impor-
tant to avoid conflict and litiga-
tion. I remember being advised to
“say what you mean, mean what
you say, but don’t say it mean.”

How you say it is important
Patients are notorious for misinter-
preting what physicians say, so we
need to be careful about how we
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Say what you mean, mean what you say, 
but don’t say it mean!
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Table 1 Public and Fellow Perceptions of Orthopaedists 

Characteristic Public Rating Fellow Rating

Highly trained 75% 76%

Successful results 64% 93%

Prestige 72% 67%

Delivers value/cost 50% 36%

Caring/compassionate 55% 32%

Spends time answering questions 51% 19%

Easy to get appointment 33% 14%

Research oriented 64% 12%

Overall performance 67% 86%

Based on responses to the 2008 survey; percentage results are based on combined performance
rating of #4 and #5 on a scale of 1 to 5, poor to excellent


