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Background: Strong relationships and effective communication
between clinicians support care coordination and contribute to care
quality. As a new mechanism of clinician communication, electronic
consultations (e-consults) may have downstream effects on care
provision and coordination.

Objective: The objective of this study was to understand primary
care providers’ and specialists’ perspectives on how e-consults affect
communication and relationships between clinicians.

Research Design: Qualitative study using thematic analysis of
semistructured interviews.

Subjects: Six of 8 sites in the VISN 1 (Veterans Integrated Service
Network) in New England were chosen, based on variation in or-
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ganization and received e-consult volume. Seventy-three respondents,
including 60 clinicians in primary care and 3 high-volume specialties
(cardiology, pulmonology, and neurology) and 13 clinical leaders at
the site and VISN level, were recruited.

Measures: Participants’ perspectives on the role and impact of
e-consults on communication and relationships between clinicians.

Results: Clinicians identified 3 types of e-consults’ social affordances:
(1) e-consults were praised for allowing specialist advice to be more
grounded in patient data and well-documented, but concerns about
potential legal liability and increased transparency of communication to
patients and others were also noted; (2) e-consults were perceived as an
imperfect modality for iterative communication, especially for complex
conversations requiring shared deliberation; (3) e-consults were un-
derstood as a factor influencing clinician relationships, but clinicians
disagreed on whether e-consults promote or undermine relationship
building.

Conclusions: Clinicians have diverse concerns about the im-
plications of e-consults for communication and relationships. Our
findings may inform efforts to expand and improve the use of
e-consults in diverse health care settings.

Key Words: communication, computerized order systems, coordi-
nated care, qualitative research

(Med Care 2021;59: 808-815)

Robust communication and fulfilling professional rela-
tionships between clinicians enable effective care coor-
dination and high-quality care.'= In the past several decades,
new mechanisms of clinician communication (eg, e-mail,
instant messaging, video) emerged and spread in health care
organizations. The effects of these mechanisms must be
considered, as changes in communication norms and practices
may affect health care delivery.

Electronic consultations (e-consults), a form of asynchro-
nous communication between clinicians within a shared elec-
tronic health record (EHR) or Internet platform, are increasingly
used by health systems to optimize access to specialty care.*
Clinicians use e-consults to seek specialist guidance on such
topics as pursuing initial diagnostic workup, following up on
abnormal tests, initiating treatment, or making changes to
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management.>~’ Unlike “curbside” or informal consultations,®’

e-consults are designed to allow the consultant to access the
patient’s EHR, document their advice in the record, and, in-
creasingly, receive reimbursement or work credit for this
work.>!0 Primary care providers (PCPs) and specialists generally
appreciate e-consults.! =13 E-consults facilitate timely access to
specialty expertise, obviating some face-to-face appointments or
guiding the referring clinician in a preappointment diagnostic
workup.!%14-18 In addition, e-consults may offer educational
benefits, empowering PCPs to manage a broader range of clinical
problems within their own practice.'$2!

Once described as a “disruptive innovation,”"" e-consults
are now used across diverse health care systems in the United
States and abroad 1013162223 Amidst the unprecedented
expansion of virtual care stimulated by the coronavirus disease
2019 (COVID-19) pandemic, e-consults are well-positioned to
take an even more prominent place in health care delivery as a
mechanism to obtain specialist input without a face-to-face
appointment.’*?> While literature frequently cites improved
clinician communication as a key reason for clinician sat-
isfaction with e-consults,'2026 few if any studies explore in
detail the implications of e-consults for communication and re-
lationships between clinicians. It is important to address this gap,
as changes in clinician communication patterns and working
relationships may have downstream effects on care provision
and coordination.

A useful framework for theorizing the role of e-consults
in clinician communication and relationships is offered by the
concept of social affordances,?’?® which postulates that en-
vironments, objects, or technologies enable or constrain so-
cial interactions in different ways. For example, compared
with a face-to-face format, a virtual meeting may make it
harder for participants to exchange nonverbal cues. At the
same time, it may enable individuals who would otherwise be
apprehensive about speaking up to express their reactions in
the chat box. The concept of social affordances has been
applied to the study of computer-mediated technologies, in-
cluding in health care contexts.?%-3!

The goal of this paper is to understand the perspectives of
clinicians in the Veterans Health Administration, one of the
largest integrated health care systems in the United States, on
the role of e-consults in clinician communication and relation-
ships. By examining these perspectives through the lens of
social affordances, we present a novel view of e-consults as a
technology that may constrain, enable, complicate, and/or fa-
cilitate various types of social interactions between clinicians.

210

METHODS
Setting, Participants, and Study Design

In this qualitative study, we conducted semistructured
interviews with clinicians in the VISN 1 (Veterans Integrated
Service Network). VISN 1 comprises 8 Veteran Affairs (VA)
Medical Centers and >40 community-based outpatient
clinics across New England. Six sites were selected, ensuring
variation in organization and fiscal year 18 total volume of
received e-consults. Two sites were excluded; one had a
strong focus on long-term care and received relatively few

specialty care e-consults and the other was very similar to
another site in characteristics of interest.

We identified prospective participants using publicly
available and internal VA provider directories. Using pur-
posive sampling to ensure representation of diverse per-
spectives and experiences, we recruited section chiefs and
frontline clinicians (physicians, advanced practice providers,
and registered nurses) at VA Medical Centers (where PCPs
and specialists are usually co-located) and their affiliated
community-based outpatient clinics (where PCPs tend to
practice in relative isolation from specialists). We also re-
cruited clinical leaders at each of the sites and at the VISN
level. Specialists were selected to represent high-volume
medical specialties (cardiology, pulmonology, neurology). To
obtain a broader sample, we further used snowball sampling,
that is, asked recruited participants to suggest prospective
participants at their site. Invitations to participate were sent by
e-mail. Informed consent was obtained verbally before phone
interviews. Our approach was consistent with the COREQ
(Consolidated Criteria for Reporting Qualitative Research)
checklist’?> guidelines, as described in detail in Supple-
mentary Digital Content 1 (http://links.lww.com/MLR/C266).
The study was approved by the Bedford VA Institutional
Review Board.

Data Collection

Interviews, conducted by phone by the primary author,
focused on diverse topics related to e-consults. Three domains
(Table 1) explored in the interviews that were relevant to this
paper included personal attitudes toward and experiences
with e-consults, perceived role of e-consults in clinician
communication and relationships, and social/organizational
practices related to e-consults (see Supplementary Digital
Content 2, http://links.lww.com/MLR/C267, for full inter-
view guides). While the interview guide included direct
questions about relationships and communication, partici-
pants also frequently referenced these topics spontaneously.
Interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed.

TABLE 1. Interview Guide Domains Relevant to the Study
(With Sample Questions)

Domain

Sample Questions

Personal attitudes and If you had to generalize, what would you describe as
practices a good type of question for e-consults? What are
“ideal” clinical questions for e-consults?

Tell me a little bit about your e-consult workload
and how you fit it into the rest of your duties

How do you typically communicate with specialists/
PCPs?

Since you started using e-consults, how have they
affected your relationships with specialists/PCPs,
if at all?

How common, would you say, is for PCPs in your
facility to request e-consults? What are some
things that we need to know about PCP use of
e-consults at your facility?

How much do people talk about e-consults? What
are these discussions like?

Communication and
relationships

Social/organizational
practices

PCP indicates primary care provider.
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Data Analysis

Transcripts were imported into NVivo (QSR Interna-
tional) qualitative data analysis software. An initial codebook
was developed by 3 researchers (E.A., V.G.V., S.T.R.) after
reviewing existing literature on e-consults and refined via
coding and discussing the same subset of transcripts. The
remaining transcripts were coded by individual coders.
Emerging themes related to interclinician communication and
relationships were developed and iteratively refined through
full-team discussion in line with thematic analysis
procedures.®* The study team included practicing physician-
researchers with backgrounds in primary and specialty care
and nonclinician experts in social science and qualitative re-
search methods, which infused data analysis with diverse
disciplinary perspectives.

At the final stage of analysis, we examined how the 3
themes mapped to the social affordances concept as an or-
ganizing framework. We determined that the concept of so-
cial affordances enriched our analysis and yielded a fruitful
understanding of e-consults as a technology that may facili-
tate, enable, and/or constrain various types of social inter-
actions between clinicians.

RESULTS
We conducted 73 semistructured phone interviews with
staff clinicians (n = 60, including 25 PCPs and 35 specialists) and
clinical leaders (n=13) (Table 2). In general, we found that
clinicians’ perspectives on e-consults’ role in communication and
relationships point to 3 perceived types of social affordances:

(1) Documentation of communication: Clinicians praised e-con-
sults for facilitating more authoritative and reliably docu-
mented specialist advice, while also noting that e-consults
may create legal liability and reduce the confidentiality of
communication between clinicians.

(2) Iterative communication: E-consults were perceived as an
imperfect modality for iterative communication or dia-
logue, including complex conversations requiring shared
deliberation and follow-ups on completed e-consults.

TABLE 2. Characteristics of Interviewees

Characteristics No. Interviewees [n (%)]

Interviewee by role (N=73)

Staff clinician 60 (75.9)

Clinical leader* 13 (16.5)
Staff clinicians by location (N =60)

Veterans Affairs Medical Center 42 (70)

Community-based Outpatient Clinic 18 (30)
Staff clinician by specialty (N =60)

Primary care 25 (41.7)

Cardiology 14 (23.3)

Neurology 12 (20)
Staff clinicians by discipline (N =60)

Physicians 50 (83.3)

Nonphysicians 10 (16.7)

*Clinical leaders included Veterans Integrated Service Network—level and site-level
leaders in positions such as chief of medicine, chief of staff, etc.

FNonphysicians included advanced practice providers (nurse practitioners and
physician assistants), as well as registered nurses.
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(3) Relationship building: E-consults were widely understood
as a factor influencing clinician relationships, but
clinicians disagreed on whether e-consults promote or
undermine relationship building.

These themes are fully described below. For illustrative
quotations from interviewees, see Tables 3—5. Quotations are
numbered sequentially across all 3 tables (as QI, Q2, etc.)
and referenced in the main text.

Documentation of Communication

In our participants’ view, e-consults allow for obtaining
specialist advice that is grounded in first-hand review of pa-
tient data and reliably documented in the chart. However,
some pointed out that this very phenomenon may create legal
liability and reduce the confidentiality of communication
between clinicians.

Reliable, Documented Specialist Advice

Participants compared e-consults with curbside (informal)
consultations and described e-consults as yielding more reliable
and well-documented specialist advice. Specialists appreciated that
e-consults, unlike curbside consultations, allow them to review the
patient’s chart and provide better advice due to direct access to
patient data (Q1). PCPs commented on the ability of e-consults to
make the specialist’s opinion available for future reference (Q2)
and allow multiple team members who may be providing care for
the same patient to access the specialist’s recommendation (Q3).

Liability

Clinicians had mixed opinions about the legal im-
plications of e-consults. Many interviewees mentioned that
e-consults may help protect specialists from the liability that
curbside consultations could entail (Q4 and Q5). At the same
time, a few specialists raised concerns about unintended legal
consequences of a more robust paper trail. As one pulmo-
nologist observed, the legal consequences of answering an
e-consult remain ambiguous, and it is unclear whether com-
pleting an e-consult is equivalent to creating a doctor-patient
relationship (Q6). This uncertainty was handled in different
ways. For instance, one neurologist, who was firmly opposed
to e-consults on legal and clinical grounds, said that he would
only provide answers to the e-consults phrased in general
terms (ie, “What would you do in a situation where ...” as
opposed to questions about a specific patient that are fraught
with liability), whereas a cardiologist described adding a
“disclaimer” to each response as protection from liability (Q7).

Confidentiality of Clinician Communication

Several PCP interviewees observed that e-consults, unlike
curbside consultations, do not allow for confidential communica-
tion between clinicians. These participants recounted, with a sense
of discomfort, situations where they felt compelled to convey
certain sensitive information to the consultant while also being
wary of others (including the patient) accessing the chart and
seeing the communication. For example, a PCP encountered a
patient who had a very negative interaction with a specialist and
made “vitriolic” statements about that individual during the pri-
mary care appointment. When the PCP subsequently needed to
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TABLE 3. Subthemes and lllustrative Quotations for Theme 1 (Documentation of Communication)

Theme 1: E-consults are Praised for Facilitating Receipt of Reliable and Well-documented Specialist Advice, yet Their Potential to Create Legal
Liability and Reduce the Confidentiality of Communication Between Clinicians Is Also Noted

Subtheme Illustrative Quotes
Reliable, documented Q1. “... we get called for a—quote, unquote—quick question, or a curbside, but that doesn’t give us the opportunity to
specialist advice review the relevant information in the chart. ... by having an e-consult placed, we can review what information we
know to be relevant and then correctly answer that question with the appropriate background.” (068, cardiologist)
Q2. “... it’s different than a more traditional phone call to a specialist, or a curbside ... it gets documented in the

record, so then it becomes part of the patient’s medical record and I can often refer back to it. <...>. And
sometimes I'll even ... keep track for myself. <...> You know, as per neurology, recommended dose of such and
such a medication is this. And then I have a record of that that I'm using to manage the patient’s care.” (009, PCP)
Q3. “... it’s important to have their interpretation in the chart, because if I was off the next day and my partner or
colleague was asked ... a question regarding that patient, then he would have that information also.” (024, PCP)

Liability Q4. “... I try to steer away from ‘curbside’ consults, because ... should a legal action be activated for whatever
reason, you're suddenly left exposed by a note from a primary care person that says, and in speaking with Dr.
So-and-so, they recommended such-and-such.” (001, cardiologist)

Q5. “Before ... if <there > was a phone call or an email, I would have to write in the note, well, Dr. So-and-so on a
phone conversation recommended this. <...> And if I get that wrong, okay, and God forbid something bad
happened over all this, I could be setting up my specialist consultants with a problem that really was just my
misinterpretation of what they told me.” (095, PCP)

Q6. “Like, does <doing an e-consult> mean I have a doctor-patient relationship? What is my liability?” (093,
pulmonologist)

Q7. “IL always put in a disclaimer at the end of the consult and just say, please be advised that this e-consult is based
solely on a review of the medical record electronically, and I have not seen the patient in person.” (049,

cardiologist)
Confidentiality of Q8. “... <I was> talking to a patient and <I said >, ‘T don’t think that you are an appropriate patient for head CT.
clinician communication <...> Butif it will make you happy, I will ... put in an electronic consult that says what your symptoms are and

then I’ll get an opinion from them about whether or not this is appropriate.” And if you get to talk to somebody
person to person and say ... ‘Here is why they’re asking for this. Here is why I don’t think it’s appropriate.” And
they go, ‘Yeah, I agree with you.” It would be great if that could be documented. But instead ... you go through a
formal [e]-consult and then they get concerned about litigiousness, and then say, ‘Oh, well, if clinically indicated,
get a head CT.” And then you have nothing. You wrote the [e]-consult in order to obviate that kind of work and
then you end up getting an unhelpful response.” (096, PCP)

Q9. “Sometimes ... you don’t want a lot of stuff in the record, <...> like with pain management, somebody might
be—you know, using more pain medication or you think that maybe they are misusing it, but you don’t really
want it in the record because you’re not sure, [so] sometimes we’ll send an encrypted email.” (082, PCP)

CT indicates computed tomography; e-consult, electronic consultation; PCP, primary care provider.

TABLE 4. Subthemes and lllustrative Quotations for Theme 2 (Iterative Communication)

Theme 2: E-consults are Perceived as an Imperfect Modality for Closed-loop Communication and/or Complex Conversations Requiring Shared
Clinical Deliberation

Subtheme Illustrative Quotes

Closed-loop communication  Q10. “... if there’s going to be a couple back-and-forths, you just need to get on an email or make a phone call and then you
might document the outcome of that very succinctly in the chart ...” (019, PCP)
Q11. “If 'm recommended to order something, I have to re-consult to further ask questions if something does come back positive
or concerning. So <...> I still have to close the loop, so there’s a gap.” (079, PCP)

Shared clinical deliberation  Q12. “E-consults require the person writing the consult to focus their question so that they can get a focused answer. <... > But
sometimes, these questions emerge in the fog of clinical care. Which means that there are a lot of subtleties and complexities
that go into these decisions. <...> And if it’s not straightforward it involves a judgement. And when it involves a judgement
that is facilitated by interpersonal interactions <then> there can be as much clarity as possible. And that is hard to do in an
e-consult ...” (010, pulmonologist)

Q13. “< Sometimes > it’s very clear the two people need to get on the phone or in person, right? And have a conversation.
Because there’s miscommunication, it’s not clear, there’s a tone of voice. There’s all these other elements that you have to be
very cautious about and very aware of.” (019, PCP)

Q14. “... if I have a lot of uncertainty or I just need to talk through a complex case, and I feel like it involves sort of co-management
with a sub-specialist that I know, then I'd much rather pick up the phone. <...> But, you know, there’s also something to say for
time being important ... <So I use> the e-consult for everything else that’s not a critical decision-making, that doesn’t involve
like careful teamwork—you know, those can be and are probably best managed in e-consult form ...” (028, PCP)

e-consult indicates electronic consultation; PCP, primary care provider.
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TABLE 5. Subthemes and lllustrative Quotations for Theme 3 (Relationship Building)

Theme 3: E-consults are Widely Understood as a Factor Influencing Clinician Relationships, but Clinicians Disagree on Whether E-consults

Promote or Undermine Relationship Building

Subtheme

Ilustrative Quotes

Positive perception

Q15. “Going from inpatient to primary care, is <...> very lonely. ... in the hospital, <...> you could page your specialist and just go

find them in the hospital. <...> And so in the absence of having those relationships ... the E-consult is very helpful” (119, PCP)
Q16. “I feel like even though it’s through the computer, it feels very collegial, which we don’t always get, because we are sort of siloed in
our little world. So 1 think that is very nice.” (042, PCP)
Q17. “We love working with colleagues and it’s one of the things that ... I personally love about the VA, how easy it is to collaborate with
other people and really have an interdisciplinary approach. And e-consults to me were just another way of doing that. <...> ... what
e-consults allow us to do is communicate with each other ... even if we are not both available simultaneously.” (098, neurologist)

Negative perception

Q18. “Obviously, the personalization and interaction to get to know our colleagues gets compromised if all of the communication is done

electronically rather than through a phone call or in person ... If I were new in a place and never had the opportunity to interact with the
other people who are sending e-consults, then that would certainly take away from developing relationships and collegiality ...” (068,

cardiologist)

Q19. “... just everything being electronic is ... making the back and forth between providers less rewarding and less familiar to people.
There’s, I think, a tendency to hide a little more behind just putting it all ... on the computer, and not having to have a phone
conversation about what we think the real challenges are for somebody that we’re co-managing.” (018, pulmonologist)

Q20. “T’ve been practicing medicine for a while and it’s just ... gotten much less collegial. So 1 think that < e-consults don’t> help in
that regard. ... compared to 20y ago, for example, when everything was telephonic or face-to-face, things are much less personal,
much more electronic communication.” (093, pulmonologist)

Q21. “T just think there’s a lot more conveyed on even just a five-minute phone call <than via an e-consult>. <...> ... it’s a different
world in the private setting. They don’t have a business without primary care. But in the academic world, whether it’s the VA or the
Brigham or Mass General, it doesn’t really matter. They are plenty worked, they do plenty of research, and it’s not a priority for them to
call people up and say, thank you for sending me this patient and I want to make sure you really understand my communication. So I
think because of that, there’s some institutional inertia that it’s hard to overcome in terms of helping build relationships between
primary care and the specialists. And if you add to that that now a significant amount of our conversations are happening by way of the
computer, it just makes it that much harder.” (096, PCP)

e-consult indicates electronic consultation; PCP, primary care provider; VA, Veteran Affairs.

obtain the specialist’s guidance on that patient’s care via an
e-consult, they felt that there was “a side story that needs to be
conveyed,” yet it was ‘“not appropriate for the medical
record.” Another PCP thought that e-consults make the process of
obtaining a specialist’s opinion too cumbersome and formalized.
According to this interviewee, in some instances when the PCP
may be confident that a face-to-face appointment with a specialist
is unnecessary, yet the patient insists on a second opinion, an
e-consult may be used to obtain that second opinion. However, the
referring provider may feel unable to openly convey their im-
pression that the consult is unnecessary (Q8). A few other PCPs
also mentioned that they struggled with including potentially
sensitive medical information about a patient, such as suspected
pain medication abuse, in the e-consult request, and resorted to
encrypted e-mails, instead (Q9).

Iterative Communication

Closed-loop Communication

Interviewees expressed a variety of concerns related to
e-consults’ social affordances for facilitating dialogue be-
tween clinicians. One prominent issue was a perceived gap in
follow-up (closed-loop) communication after an e-consult is
completed. Some interviewees opined that other channels
(phone, encrypted e-mail, instant messaging) should be used
for any additional communication (Q10). Others observed
that specialists vary widely in their on-site availability or
receptivity, which may make synchronous communication or
even e-mail challenging. As a result, several interviewees
wondered how to “close the loop” on the original commu-
nication in the chart (Q11). A somewhat cumbersome
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workaround strategy was described. Clinicians within the
same parent medical center can flag others as additional
signers on notes, which sends an alert to the signer to review.
Some clinicians described adding the specialist as an addi-
tional signer on an EHR note to obtain an answer to a follow-
up question related to an e-consult.

Shared Clinical Deliberation

While e-consults were widely viewed as a superior
mechanism for unidirectional transfer of information between
providers (consultation), clinicians felt that e-consults have
limited usefulness for shared clinical deliberation. Using a
memorable metaphor, a pulmonologist suggested that “the
fog of clinical care” may make it difficult for the referring
provider to formulate the e-consult question clearly, something
that could have been facilitated by interpersonal communication
(Q12). E-consults were also sometimes portrayed as inherently
prone to ambiguity and misunderstanding, more so than syn-
chronous communication modalities (Q13). In this context,
several interviewees described approaching e-consults as one
form of communication among many. For example, 1 PCP
described “triaging” clinical questions, that is, reserving
e-consults only for straightforward queries and resorting to di-
rect communication for situations requiring complex deliber-
ation with another clinician (Q14).

Relationship building

Positive Perception
Our interviewees expressed complex and at times
contradictory opinions about e-consults’ implications for
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building and maintaining relationships between clinicians.
The differences in perspectives appeared to be related to the
organizational characteristics of the site where each partic-
ipant practiced. Some interviewees felt that e-consults were
either a neutral or a positive force. For 1 PCP, who transi-
tioned from working in a hospital to outpatient practice,
e-consults helped build relationships with specialists in the
absence of face-to-face interactions (Q15). Similarly, a PCP
at a smaller site with limited access to specialists thought that
e-consults contribute to a more collegial atmosphere in the
face of isolation (Q16). A specialist at a large site where
e-consults are well integrated into clinical routines felt that
e-consults, when used alongside other communication chan-
nels, are a powerful medium for maintaining interdisciplinary
relationships (Q17).

Negative Perception

Other interviewees were concerned that e-consults may
hamper interpersonal relationships. A cardiologist reflected
that a growing reliance on e-consults and electronic com-
munication more generally could undermine relationship
building with colleagues in primary care by reducing op-
portunities for direct, personal interactions (Q18). A similar
opinion was expressed by a pulmonologist who lamented a
tendency to “hide” behind electronic communication (Q19).

Some participants tried to situate the negative effects of
e-consults in the larger social context. A pulmonologist opined that
communication in medicine has become less collegial and per-
sonal, mentioning e-consults as a manifestation of this phenom-
enon (Q20). This participant also shared a strategy to counteract
the impersonal nature of e-consults by supplementing each
e-consult response with a personal note to the sender, via an instant
message. Similarly, a PCP commented on the predominance of
electronic communication, including e-consults, to the detriment of
direct communication channels. The interviewee related this to the
institutional context of VA where, according to the participant,
salaried specialists do not have a financial incentive to solicit re-
ferrals from PCPs and, therefore, have less motivation to engage in
direct relationship building with them (Q21).

DISCUSSION

In this study, we used a novel conceptual lens of social
affordances to present clinicians’ perspectives on the im-
plications of e-consults for clinician communication and re-
lationships. We found that e-consults were viewed by users
(PCPs and specialists) as a technology that lends itself well to
certain types of social interaction and less so to others (eg,
shared clinical deliberation, confidential/sensitive inter-
actions, or, for some, collegial relationship building). Our
study offers a novel approach to studying e-consults and other
forms of clinician communication, and our findings have
important implications for optimizing the use of e-consults in
health care organizations. With an explosion of interest in
telemedicine ignited by the COVID-19 pandemic,>*?> health
care organizations must also leverage existing forms of
clinician electronic communication to effectively support care
coordination and delivery.

E-consults afford an opportunity for enhanced doc-
umentation of clinician communication, a characteristic
viewed by our interviewees as strength but also a potential
weakness. Prior studies found that clinicians view e-consults
as well-suited for formal, reliable documentation of specialist
advice,'%3*3 but only mention liability concerns in
passing.!%36-37 In contrast, we noted repeated references to
the paradox that e-consults may simultaneously protect con-
sultants from legal liability and create legal issues of their
own. If such uncertainties persist, they may hamper a wider
uptake of e-consults. These concerns could be even more
pronounced in health care systems where clinicians are not as
insulated from legal action as their VA counterparts and/or
where consultants lack full EHR access. Changes in policies
pertaining to legal consequences of e-consults and clear
guidance from health systems as part of clinician training in
e-consult use could mitigate these concerns.

A related phenomenon is the perception that e-consults al-
low for greater visibility of clinician communication to others,
including patients, which may not be desirable when sensitive
issues need to be discussed. This discomfort about transparency is,
of course, not unique to e-consults. Instead, it relates to the larger
phenomenon of clinical records becoming increasingly accessible
to patients, administrators, and regulatory bodies. While greater
transparency may empower patients and assist systems in tracking
care processes and outcomes,’® a perceived decline in pro-
fessional autonomy may impact clinician satisfaction and
morale,* with further implications for patient care quality. Simple
solutions can hardly be suggested here: Whereas some may ad-
vocate preserving confidential modes of interclinician communi-
cation, others may counter that the imperative of ensuring full
transparency overrides other concerns. In any case, researchers
should trace how confidentiality concems are expressed and ad-
dressed across organizational settings where e-consults and other
new clinician communication modalities are adopted.

E-consults were not viewed as a technology affording
effective opportunities for iterative communication. Our in-
terviewees consistently described using direct or synchronous
communication for time-sensitive matters or questions re-
quiring complex deliberation. While some also reported using
alternative channels for follow-up questions on completed
e-consults (closed-loop communication), many interviewees
described frustration with the inability to follow up on a
completed e-consult within the e-consult interface, an issue
briefly mentioned but not explored in other studies.?>*! In-
terestingly, VA’s e-consult system does allow senders to
follow up on the e-consult by sending a “comment,”*? yet this
functionality appears to be relatively unfamiliar to the clini-
cians we interviewed, making “comments” a hidden afford-
ance (a possibility for action that is in principle possible but
not perceived as such by the actor).

To put it differently, our interviewees perceived e-consults
to be a relatively lean communication channel (conducive to
straightforward communication of clear messages) in contrast to
richer channels (allowing real-time clarification and rapid in-
formation flow).*>* Interviewees reported attempting contact via
these richer channels when necessary. However, consultants’
responsiveness to rich communication channels varies due to time
pressures, personal preference or local organizational culture. Our

www.lww-medicalcare.com | 813



Anderson et al

Medical Care » Volume 59, Number 9, September 2021

participants describe using workarounds when attempts to reach
the consultant directly fail (eg, communicating through additional
text on clinic notes and requesting signature from e-consultants to
initiate dialogue), yet such workarounds are cumbersome and
carry the risk of dropped communication. Other systems have
struggled with the same issue and attempted to address it with
varying degrees of success.”7 The opportunity for further
improvement here is two-pronged. Health care systems might
consider addressing barriers to the wider use of rich/direct com-
munication channels among clinicians and introducing a smoother
interface that would allow clinicians in need of two-way dialogue
to seamlessly transition between e-consults, phone calls, instant
messaging, video chat, etc.

Finally, this paper contributes to the literature by pointing out
that clinicians have an ambivalent attitude to the social affordances
of e-consults for establishing and maintaining professional rela-
tionships. While invoking strong relationships between clinicians as
a crucial condition for successful implementation and sustainability
of e-consults, 3048 previous studies have devoted little attention to
how e-consults may influence relationships between clinicians,
beyond cursory references. While it may be too early to tell how
e-consults will transform working relationships between clinicians
in the long term, one preliminary conclusion appears warranted:
Organizational context matters. PCPs in settings with limited
availability of specialists may welcome e-consults as a useful tool
for establishing familiarity with their specialist colleagues at other
sites. Conversely, providers at sites where direct interactions are
common may fear that a growing reliance on e-consults will un-
dermine the personal, collegial relationships between clinicians.
Erosion of meaningful relationships cannot be laid entirely at the
feet of e-consults; these changes speak to broader trends, such as
the rise of electronic communication more generally and pro-
ductivity pressures that limit opportunities for direct interactions.
Yet health care delivery is made possible by a network of complex
working relationships. Health systems must acknowledge the im-
portance of positive interpersonal relationships for high-quality
care>*® and provide opportunities for meaningful interactions be-
tween clinicians by encouraging relationship building activities
between services and creating “communities of practice.””

Our study findings have potentially limited transferability
to non-VA settings. In addition, while we strove to recruit
participants from a variety of professional backgrounds and
interview multiple participants in the same setting, the per-
spectives that we identified may not be broadly shared by other
VA clinicians. For example, it is possible that we primarily
recruited individuals with an interest in or positive experience
with research. We also focused our study on a select few high-
volume medical specialties. The experiences of specialists in
other specialties who answer e-consults and PCPs who send
questions to these specialists may differ with regards to com-
munication and relationships. For example, concerns about
eroding relationships may be less prominent in specialties that
tend to require less coordination with primary care (eg, surgical
subspecialties). Finally, we did not explore patients’ per-
spectives in this study, which would have been especially rel-
evant for shedding light on the dilemmas of confidentiality and
transparency. Future research is needed not only to provide a
deeper understanding of PCP, specialist, and patient per-
spectives on social affordances of e-consults in different or-
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ganizational contexts, but also to generate insights into how
organizational policies and practices may address the legal,
relational, and other challenges associated with e-consults.

In summary, the diverse, sometimes contradictory per-
spectives of VA clinicians on the social affordances of
e-consults speak to the enduring importance of the human,
relational element of health care, especially considering the
expansion of electronic platforms. As new modalities of
communication emerge and established ones evolve, re-
searchers and health care system leaders must continue to
trace how clinicians’ perspectives on and experiences with
these modalities change over time and how these changes
affect clinician satisfaction and patient care quality.
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