
Asynchronous communication outside the clinical setting has both enriched and complicated patient-clinician 
interactions. Many patients can now interact with a patient portal 24 hours a day, asking questions of their 
clinicians via secure message, checking lab results, ordering medication refills, or making appointments. However, 
the mode of communication (asynchronous) and the nature of the interaction (lacking tone or body language) strip 
valuable information from each side of patient-clinician asynchronous communication. Using interviews with 34 
individuals who actively manage a chronic illness of their own, or for a child or partner, we elicited narratives 
about patients’ experiences and expectations for using asynchronous communication to address medical issues with 
their clinicians. Based on these perspectives, we present opportunities for designing asynchronous communication 
tools to better facilitate understanding of and coordination around care activities between patients and clinicians. 
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How do individuals characterize their experiences of and expectations for using asynchronous communication 
strategies to coordinate health care with clinicians? 

portal use

Education 

Race & ethnicity 
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Enhances care with follow-up 

I had expressed a concern to her and she checked into 
it and wanted to know if I was still having a problem and she e-mailed me and I e-mailed her back.”

“Some things require a response and others are just for their information, it depends.”

if you 
don’t answer [clinician e-mails], that would be inappropriate and certainly not taking care of yourself

I can sit 
down and express myself more.” 

I’ve already left the doctor, I’m feeling a certain kind of way. I don’t know that my inadequate feeling is enough to 
make another appointment so it depends what it is that I’m feeling and then I can go ahead if I need to contact them, 
to do the email [secure messaging]. I’m just so pleased they got the email thing. (D03) 

“It’s my control issue, this is what I need [the doctor] to cover, 
or could you just answer this for me or know this information when you talk [to the other parent].”

Reduces uncertainty in the plan of care 

“When I feel I 
need follow up I can check there, which is really nice that they have the online summaries.”
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“I don’t get by with ignoring anything,” 

“I’m very happy that 
they follow up so diligently, because previously I didn’t think [the Warfarin monitoring] was that serious a thing, 
really”

Provides automatic “health archives” 

“I don’t save paper notifications, but 
everything else is stored online.”

“Sometimes I check his [patient portal messages] because I know he 
doesn’t do it.”

Fails to track issues 

“I just go into [the patient portal] when I expect [lab results] 
should be done, and check it and see if it’s done”

“Unless there’s 
something really out of whack, and then [the doctor’s] office will call…[but my husband] is actually really well 
stabilized.” 

If I go in for an appointment and the doctor says, ‘okay, we need to see [the children] back in six months,’ I’ll 
usually get home, I’ll call the next day, even though it’s six months out – sometimes their calendars don’t even, 
they’re not even that far out. But I call the next day because I might forget so well, I’ll just call and say, ‘okay, are 
you scheduling this far out?’ (A07) 

peace of mind.”  

“They did ask, do you prefer [a 
secure message] or [a] phone call? I said ‘either one,’ and we never received anything. And in turn, with that 
specialty…we have gone out of network.” (A04) 
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Exposes Patients to Inconsistent Communication Patterns 

I think my mammogram, they never called me for that - 
they do send you a letter, so they aren’t consistent

“They put [the lab test order] on the computer, but they don’t tell 
you to go in and have it done”

I haven’t seen [doctor] for six 
months. I don’t know when I’m going to see her again...Maybe I don’t need to, I don’t know

Incorporating patient preferences

On the phone, the guy's got to be there and on the e-mail, once you send it, you 
send it and you know he's got the message

Interviewer: It sounds like you don't get the calls from [all of your doctors] right now. Would you prefer texts over 
calls in general?  
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Participant: I really don't have an opinion. I mean if you can get the information out in a text, why not? But if not, 
then a call is fine too. At least I can see the missed number and recognize the number so I mean - you know what? 
Even saying that out loud, it sounds like I would prefer the visual, so yeah, I would prefer text. (A09) 

"They send you a letter telling you what your [lab test] results were, but it's not on [the patient portal]. Like it's 
totally separate, and they don't do it through e-mail, which is annoying because I don't like to call people and bug 
them." (D01) 
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Interviewer: Have you ever considered tools that might be helpful to [remember upcoming appointments]? 
Participant: I’ve asked them to call me ahead of time to remind me, and they said they don’t send reminder calls. 
Interviewer: That’s surprising to hear, actually. That was something you asked the front desk about? 
Participant: Yes.  
Interviewer: Did you ask your doctor directly about it as well? 
Participant: I think I did, I don’t recall if I did or not. (D17) 

Indicating Status

we’re
looking at your test results

Interviewer: How can [your doctor] be there for you?  Tell me more, I want to get more insight there. 

Caregiver: To share a lot more knowledge and let us know why decisions are made.  We've asked him – ‘oh, I'll 
check on it,’ but we never heard back from him on it.  Every time we go there, we ask the same question – ‘why was 
it denied, is there something you can do?’  It doesn't seem to be one of his top priorities. (D16) 
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“The A1c has been a little bit of a problem because my 
doctor has set it up so that I can go every three months, but if that time passes...they just discard it if you don't use 
it."
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