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Abstract

Background: Modern healthcare is burgeoning with patient centered rhetoric where physicians “share power”
equally in their interactions with patients. However, how physicians actually conceptualize and manage their power
when interacting with patients remains unexamined in the literature. This study explored how power is perceived
and exerted in the physician-patient encounter from the perspective of experienced physicians. It is necessary to
examine physicians’ awareness of power in the context of modern healthcare that espouses values of dialogic,
egalitarian, patient centered care.

Methods: Thirty physicians with a minimum five years’ experience practicing medicine in the disciplines of Internal
Medicine, Surgery, Pediatrics, Psychiatry and Family Medicine were recruited. The authors analyzed semi-structured
interview data using LeCompte and Schensul’s three stage process: Item analysis, Pattern analysis, and Structural
analysis. Theoretical notions from Bourdieu’s social theory served as analytic tools for achieving an understanding of
physicians’ perceptions of power in their interactions with patients.

Results: The analysis of data highlighted a range of descriptions and interpretations of relational power. Physicians’
responses fell under three broad categories: (1) Perceptions of holding and managing power, (2) Perceptions of
power as waning, and (3) Perceptions of power as non-existent or irrelevant.

Conclusions: Although the “sharing of power” is an overarching goal of modern patient-centered healthcare, this
study highlights how this concept does not fully capture the complex ways experienced physicians perceive, invoke,
and redress power in the clinical encounter. Based on the insights, the authors suggest that physicians learn to enact
ethical patient-centered therapeutic communication through reflective, effective, and professional use of power in
clinical encounters.
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Background
Although the role power plays in medical interactions is
becoming increasingly recognized as an important area
of inquiry, [1–12] research is still nascent in this area.
When power is depicted in the physician-patient encoun-
ter, it is rendered as something physicians own and yield
to their own advantage with little conscious awareness
[13, 14]. To our knowledge, there is no qualitative

research that has explored with experienced physicians
themselves how they both view power in the physician-
patient encounter and the ways they are intentional with
its use. Physicians’ qualitative descriptions of their aware-
ness of power is important to capture in the context of
modern healthcare eschewing a paternalistic approach to
physician-patient relationships, and espousing values of
dialogic, egalitarian, patient centered care [15]. These
ideals are pervasive, for example, in depictions of reflective
physicians who “share power” through engaging in shared
decision making practices with patients [16–21]. With the
current emphasis in the healthcare literature on the
equal sharing of power as an integral element of patient
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centered therapeutic communication, [17] we aimed to
explore how experienced physicians themselves per-
ceive power and its distribution in the physician-patient
encounter.

Theoretical framework
Bourdieu’s social theory
Under a broader paradigm of sociocultural theory, we draw
on Bourdieu’s [22] work which emphasized that whatever
power language possesses is a power ascribed by the social
institution (e.g. social institution of medicine) with which
the speaker is associated. We also apply Bourdieu’s the-
oretical concept of “habitus” which is described as a set
of learned “dispositions” and inclines individuals to act
and react in certain ways. Through a myriad of pro-
cesses, such as medical training and education, an indi-
vidual acquires a set of “dispositions” that become
second nature and embodied. These dispositions generate
practices, perceptions, behaviour, and attitudes which re-
flect the social conditions (e.g. medical training) within
which they were acquired.
Bourdieu’s concept of doxa further elaborates his no-

tion of habitus. Doxa is a conceptual tool that can be
used to make sense of how physicians subconsciously
accept and internalize attitudes, knowledge, beliefs and
values of the institutional and organizational culture of
medicine without knowing they are doing so [23]. Ac-
cording to Bourdieu, doxa is transmitted through the
body, language and dispositions towards things that are
below a level consciousness [23]. This subconscious in-
ternalization of physicians’ position of power is evident,
for example, in empirical research where physicians have
described themselves as at the top of the healthcare hier-
archy; as the “leaders” and “decision makers” who have
“training”, “knowledge” and “skills” that are more valu-
able than that of other health professionals [11].
According to Bourdieu [22] when individuals interact

they do so in specific social context: “the field”, which in
turn shapes their practices, perceptions and attitudes.
There are various levels of social fields in medicine; such
as macro level field of medicine or healthcare, the me-
dian level field of the hospital, and the micro level field
of patient-doctor interactions [24]. Habitus can thus
change over time in relation to exposure to specific so-
cial fields, and is not static or permanent. Social fields
are sites where positions of power are determined by the
distribution of different kinds of capital, which can in-
clude, for example, “cultural capital” (e.g. medical know-
ledge & skills) or “symbolic capital” (e.g. accumulated
professional prestige or honour). This “symbolic power”
can be understood as an everyday form of power (rather
than the power of physical force) and is deployed in so-
cial context. A social field is thus a site of negotiation in

which individuals seek to maintain or alter the distribu-
tion of different forms of capital.

The nature of power
“Power” as used in this study is defined as a relational
co-constructed process and represents a potential to
exert influence [25]. Power is present in all interpersonal
relationships; there is thus no interaction in which
power is not relevant in healthcare. Power is neither
positive nor negative, but “comes into being” when it is
put into action through “strategies” [26]. These strategies
are observable in that they are expressed through lan-
guage; language is tied to structures of power such as
the social institution of medicine [22]. Physicians can
exert power by drawing on the legitimized institutional
language of medicine they are affiliated with by virtue of
their qualifications and training [22].
A challenge facing physicians is that at a micro level of

interaction, the very nature of their relationship with pa-
tients is asymmetrical. This unequal relationship is a
product of physicians possessing legitimized, referent,
and expert power [22, 27] and patients being reliant on
physicians to provide the care and services they need [28].
Although a caring, respectful, and empowering communi-
cative physician-patient context is proven to improve pa-
tient outcomes, [29, 30] there are real barriers in regards
to the enactment of this kind of care because of the inher-
ent power imbalance in the physician-patient dyad charac-
terized by physicians’ possession of expert knowledge.

The nature of language and meaning
“Language” used in this study is a meaning making sys-
tem that is always co-constructed and shaped by differ-
ent gradients of power [31]. The power of language and
words is tied to the legitimacy of the words and of the
legitimacy of the person who utters them, a belief which
words themselves cannot produce but is determined in
relationship [32]. With this perspective, we can observe
how the language strategies physicians use when inter-
acting with patients is a reflection of their habitus - pro-
duced in part from exposure to the field of medicine, a
field imbued with symbolic power.

Methods
Research design
This current research was part of a larger study that ex-
plored how physicians conceptualise their teaching and
consultation practices and their thoughts about their
professional development in these roles. For this current
study we wanted to understand how physicians perceive
power relations in the physician-patient encounter. To
achieve this, 30 physicians were interviewed and the
transcribed data analysed using an inductive thematic
approach further described below.
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This study was conducted within four Royal College
specialties at the University of British Columbia, Canada:
Internal Medicine, Surgery, Pediatrics, Psychiatry as well
as Family Medicine. These five disciplines were selected
as they represent the top five choices of Canadian Medical
Graduates and top five available residencies in the CaRMS
match [33]. In addition these five disciplines represent dis-
ciplines with a mix of both outpatient and inpatient care.
While Family Medicine is not a Royal College Specialty, it
represents a significant number of providers and trainees
and it is conceived using a similar framework as the Royal
College of Physicians and Surgeons of Canada [34]. We
received ethical approval from the University of British
Columbia’s Behavioural Research Ethics Board to conduct
the study.

Population, sample and data collection
We used purposeful sampling to capture a wide range of
physicians to ensure we could fully understand the topic
under study. The co-investigators on the larger study
represented one of the five disciplines, and thus identi-
fied colleagues that fit the study’s inclusion criteria of
having at least five years of experience in teaching pa-
tients and trainees. An email introductory letter that de-
scribed the larger study was sent to all colleagues
identified by the study’s co-investigators. Approximately
4 (70 %) out of 6 (100 %) of those physicians initially
contacted in each discipline were interested in partici-
pating, and were subsequently sent a consent form prior
to the interview taking place. To recruit the additional
two participants we used a snowball sampling technique
which involved asking those interviewed if they could
provide names and email addresses of colleagues who fit
our recruitment criteria. We then contacted the new
recruits by sending an introductory email describing
the study. The interviews were held either in person at
the participant’s office (n = 12, 40 %) or on the phone
(n = 18, 60 %) and were approximately 1 to 1.5 h in dur-
ation. The majority of interviews were conducted by
the first author (LN) and the remaining by a research
assistant, all interviews were recorded and transcribed.
After the first six interviews were transcribed, the re-
search team (LN & T S-H) met and reviewed the tran-
scripts to fine tune the interview protocol.

Data analysis
In this exploratory analysis we wanted to focus on physi-
cians’ conceptions of the phenomena of power in the
physician-patient encounter, and thus this present ana-
lysis drew on a subset of data from the larger study: We
explicitly asked two open-ended interview questions
within the larger study: “Do you find that there are
power relations in your interactions with patients?” And
“How do you deal with these power relations if you

experience that they are there?”. and in this current ana-
lysis, we focused on responses to these two interview
questions. Follow up questions and probing techniques
were also used to stimulate more information, such as
“can you tell me more about that?” or “right, I see”. How-
ever, we also coded all content within the full transcripts
and analyzed any data found that highlighted physicians’
perceptions of power dynamics as they unfold with pa-
tients in the clinical context.
Analysis of data began by multiple readings of the ver-

batim transcripts. We then used LeCompte and Schensul’s
[35] approach to analyzing qualitative data that involves a
systematic process that takes place in three stages: (1)
Item analysis, (2) Pattern analysis, and (3) Structural ana-
lysis. We used each of LeCompte and Schensul’s three
tiered inductive strategy as this analytic approach involves
compiling items together at the specific level and then
creating more abstract statements about patterns of re-
lationships in the data to generate overall insights into
the topic of interest [35]. Theoretical visibility was also
present throughout all stages of analysis to enhance re-
search rigour [36].
(I) First, we coded the transcripts for key phrases or

tracts of text related to “physician-patient power dy-
namics”. We used ATLAS.ti qualitative coding software
to visually display items in the margins of the program
rendering visible the relationship to each other across
data sets.
(II) We then engaged in pattern analysis, which in-

volved a process of comparison, contrast, and integra-
tion and where items are organized, associated with
other items, and linked together into higher order pat-
terns. Examples of themes that were generated in this
stage were: “awareness of power”; “the contextual nature
of power”; and “the strategic handling of power”. These
patterns emerged from drawing on prior research studies,
the study’s theoretical framework, and our research pur-
pose. For example, in operationalizing the item “awareness
of power,” we drew on Bourdieu’s [22] notion that people
often experience power differently depending on the differ-
ent social circumstances or fields they find themselves in.
(III) Following pattern analysis, we developed broader

themes that involved blending many of the initial codes
into finer tuned themes that captured similar conceptual
dimensions across the data. These broader themes, for
example, were named: “perceptions of holding and man-
aging power”; “perceptions of being disempowered”; and
“perceptions of power as non-existent”. These broader
themes were then pulled together into a meaningful
whole – the interpretation.
We began the interpretation by returning to the ori-

ginal research purpose and reviewing the theoretical
and research literature that contextualized the study.
This process helped us focus the interpretation on what
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others can learn from the study and how this is sup-
ported by concrete, specific examples.

Trustworthiness and rigour
We employed strategies of credibility to establish qualita-
tive criteria for trustworthiness and rigour in the research.
To ensure credibility in an attempt to compensate for
single-researcher bias, LN and T S-H engaged in re-
searcher triangulation by both being involved in the
analysis of data [37]. To further enhance credibility and
because all steps in qualitative analysis involve acts of in-
terpretation, we also engaged in peer-examination [38]
that involved discussing the research process and findings
with impartial colleagues. We engaged in an ongoing
dialogue with Dr. Glenn Regehr (a well-respected
scholar in the field of medical education) and Wendy
Hartford (a research assistant who read all of the interview
transcripts), comparing insights about our emerging
themes and confirming the reliability of our analysis of
data. Finally, credibility was ensured by engaging in a thick
description of the research process so the reader would be
able to follow the research process, such as rational for
the study, data collection, and analytic process. These de-
tailed descriptions allow others to be able to determine if
the insights can be transferred to their local context and
setting [39].

Results
In the presentation of results, we have selected direct
quotes from participants to illustrate the major themes
with exactness and precision. To maintain participant
confidentiality the quotes are only identified by partici-
pants’ discipline (Internal Medicine = IM; Surgery = SUR;
Pediatrics = PED; Psychiatry = PSY; Family Medicine =
FM. For example, a quote from a family physician would
be identified as [FM].
The average length of time physicians had been prac-

ticing was 16 years, with the minimum length of time
practicing being 6 years and the maximum length of
time practicing being 41 years. We found no evidence of
physicians’ responses differing by gender or discipline.
An even larger data sample using a different research
design may have been able to make some supported
claims in regards to whether the responses vary by gen-
der, years in practice, and discipline, and if there is a
trend in terms of responses predominantly found in one
category.
Physicians in this study appeared to be surprised by

the interview questions that inquired into their percep-
tions of power relations in the context of teaching their
patients. Many physicians asking us to restate the question
or repeating back to us the word power for clarification:
“what…sorry…power?” [FM]. Once they had a moment to
reflect on the questions, physicians in this analysis

presented a range of descriptions and interpretations of
power relations in the physician-patient encounter. Over-
all, there were three broad categories of similar responses
that highlighted how experienced physicians perceive the
nature of power, and the meaning they attribute to power
in their role as a healthcare provider to patients. We did
not find any evidence of physicians’ responses overlap-
ping into the three different categories. For example, no
physicians who were acutely aware of their power (first
category) did not in the same interview articulate that
power is balanced and dissolved in their equal relation-
ship with patients (third category).

Category 1: Physicians’ perceptions of holding and
managing power
A first category of responses highlighted how physicians
perceive themselves to hold power in the context of
physician-patient interactions. These physicians reflected
on the presence of power extensively, describing how
the power dynamic between a physician and patient is
explicit and unambiguous: “Sure, yeah, I think that there
definitely are [power imbalances] and anyone who says
there isn’t would be lying. So certainly, I mean, ultimately
with a patient, like the surgeon has the power to make the
decision about the treatment and patients come to you
and they entrust you with their lives. So– and it’s amazing
to me every day when people will trust their surgeons
with– but really that’s the way society views these things.
Where some people would spend much more time and
efforts investigating where to get their car fixed than them-
selves” [SUR]; “There is a definite power imbalance which
needs to be addressed and modified as much as possible”
[PSY]; “Even though we don’t think of ourselves as being
paternalistic and we’ve stepped away from this model
there is always a power relationship, in any relation-
ship…acknowledging it and recognizing it is important”
[IM]; “There is always a power relationship…Patients
they have to put their trust in you because you’re talking
about and doing things that really they don’t understand
or don’t have a background in. So they have to have a
faith that you’re doing what’s best for them, and so you
have to be cognizant of that to make sure that you never
ever take advantage of that role” [FM]; “There is a power
imbalance.. I mean, you are empowered by the knowledge
that you have and the ability to treat patients. So there
is an inherent power imbalance…that power imbalance
is in knowledge” [SUR].
This category of physicians believed that because of

their medical training and credentials they were in position
of power in the physician-patient encounter. This position
of power was described as something which needs to be
acknowledged and respected by physicians: “I’ve learned
very early on that the relationship between a doctor and a
patient is unequal. You are in a position of power as the
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doctor. As much as you may try to minimize that, the
actual reality is that they have you, in general of course,
have you on a pedestal. You have to be respectful of that
differential nature of the relationship” [FM]. This group of
physicians described how it was their ethical responsibility
to be cognizant of the effects of power in their relationship
with patients, and to not take advantage of their position
of power.
This category of physicians believed that because pa-

tients trust their authority and knowledge, they have an
inherent responsibility to act in the patient’s best interest
by “managing” their position of power with integrity.
They spoke at length about the deliberate strategies they
use to “handle” power in order to engage in a profes-
sional and ethical relationship with patients. We found
that these strategies executed through language fell into
four different descriptions of power management: (1) the
exertion of power (e.g. “pull the power card” [IM] by
speaking over interrupting family members or making
decisive clinical decisions); (2) the sharing of power (e.g.
engaging in collaborative shared decision making prac-
tices and imparting medical knowledge); (3) the moder-
ating of power (e.g. “humanizing” [PED] themselves by
having the patient call them by first name and disclosing
a similar personal experience); and (4) the relinquishing
of power (e.g. accepting when the patient does not go
ahead with their treatment recommendation or accepting
when patients seek and use alternative therapies). For ex-
ample, a family physician who believed that power was al-
ways present in her interactions with patients, described
how she shares power through imparting medical know-
ledge and inviting shared decision making practices: “One
of the benefits of being in family practice is that I think
they’ve got an ongoing relationship with you. And I think
in the best scenario they know that you’re there for their
benefit and their welfare. And so I would hope that, you
know, in situations where you’re imparting information for
their good that you’re doing that with the best of inten-
tions…I see information as power for them, really. If they’ve
got information then they’re– they’ve got that ability to
change things up so I’m able to give them that informa-
tion”. When and how experienced physicians in this study
chose to strategically handle power was never stable or
uniform, but was based on astute interpretations of situ-
ational context.

Category 2: Physicians’ perceptions of power as waning
A second category of responses highlighted how physi-
cians perceive that physician power is waning in the
context of physician-patient interactions. Some of the
physicians in this group expressed a sense that their
power is diminishing in the context of a changing
healthcare culture that encourages patient rights, patients
as consumers of healthcare, and informed patients. One

physician captured this sentiment in the following quote:
“It’s [power dynamics with patients are] rare, I think things
have shifted. I think you’re seeing that patients probably
think they have more power. I think because there’s more
consumerism within medicine people have a U.S.-style con-
sumerist way/approach where ‘I have all the information,
you should do this treatment because I think this is what I
need’. I think that power differential [exists] versus I’ve
come to you as an expert in this field…I’m not trying to be
egotistical. This is what my opinion is. So, I’m seeing actu-
ally that power differential…the trickier part is when the
patient is not agreeing with any care plan that I come up
with. So if it becomes a consistent pattern then I often at
that point will say, you know, we obviously have a dif-
ference in philosophy in terms of how you wish to be
treated. Perhaps it’s best that you see either another
physician” [IM].
Overall this group appeared to conceptualize the

physician-patient encounter as site of struggle, often de-
scribing how tensions emerge when patients make un-
reasonable demands on the physician. For example,
when asked about power dynamics with her patients, a
physician described how patients can be unreasonably
demanding, and sometimes bullies: “Yes, there are prob-
lems with patients. Mostly people with personality disor-
ders, that may be unfair to say, but people who come in
and feel that they know best, come in demanding what
they want or…with very specific demands. And so there
can be a little bit of a power struggle there…very occa-
sionally they can be a bit bulliesh” [FM]. For those expe-
rienced physicians who perceived their power waning in
the context of the physician-patient encounter, there was
no elaboration on the mechanisms they employed to stra-
tegically handle power when interacting with patients.

Category 3: Physicians’ perceptions of power as non-
existent or irrelevant
A third category of responses highlighted how physicians
perceive that power dynamics are non-existent or irrele-
vant in the context of physician-patient interactions. In-
dividuals in this group perceived there to be an absence
of power: “Oh No, [there are no power dynamics] unless
they [patients] have a major personality disorder, that’s
rare too, right” [PSY] or “I think patients have quite a bit
of trust, you know, I don’t find [power dynamics] not a
power struggle, no, not at all… I think my personality’s
probably easygoing. It’s hard to get into a power struggle”
[PEDS]. While others in this group perceived power to
be dissolved through an equal and balanced power rela-
tionship. These physicians describe how they are on a
level playing field with patients, which they emphasize
has the essence of a collegial and friendly relationship.
One physician captured the notion that his interactions
with patients were situated in a flat hierarchical power
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structure in the following quotation: “A lot of patients
really want to be an equal partner in the learning. And
some of them are very intelligent and they will ask you
difficult questions. And that’s fine, I kind of like that”
[IM] or “I think the power is more when it’s a doctor-
medical trainee interaction…With the patients it’s a little
bit different. I hope there’s no power problem coming into
my interactions. I’m trying to enable them– in trying to
empower them” [FM]. For physicians in this group, power
was not a meaningful or important concept in the con-
text of delivering healthcare to patients, either because
they perceived that it does not exist OR because they
perceived that power dissolves through a balanced em-
powering physician-patient power relationship. This
group of experienced physicians, who perceived power
dynamics as non-existent or irrelevant in their interac-
tions with patients, did not provide any further insights
into power as it manifests in the physician-patient
encounter.

Discussion
Physicians’ surprised reaction at our questions related to
power dynamics in their encounters with patients sug-
gests that power may not be a concept that physicians
routinely reflect upon. Bourdieu’s theoretical concepts of
habitus and doxa can be applied to make sense of this
lack of reflection of physician power as part a process
that develops and (re)structures medical students’ habitus
through contact with the broader institutional and organ-
isational culture(s) of medicine [24], a socialization sub-
conscious process that does not traditionally involve
discussions or considerations of one’s position of power
within the healthcare profession hierarchy. In particular,
Bourdieu’s notion of doxa is a useful conceptual tool to
make sense of how medical education and training results
in the construction of a medical habitus where there are
many taken for granted truths that are internalized sub-
consciously [23]. However, as we engaged more with the
data and deepened our analysis, it became clear that this
one size fits all application of Bourdieu’s notion of habitus
and doxa is incapable of explaining the variance in each
three categories of responses in respect to experienced
physicians perceptions of power in the physician-patient
relationship.
Although trained within the same institutional and

organizational culture of medicine, physicians’ varying
interpretations of power relations in this study suggest
that there is a crucial intersection of agency, context,
time, training, and practice which are linked to percep-
tions of social space and/or the social position an individ-
ual possesses. Our findings thus reveal that physicians
who all acquire a medical habitus may in fact have a
flexible generative [40, 41] medical habitus that adapts to
changing circumstances through varying exposure to

different social fields within medical training and practice,
and further shaped by individual factors, such as values,
tastes, beliefs and preferences. These individual values,
tastes, beliefs and preferences are socially determined and
shaped by experiences as they navigate different social
fields within medicine (e.g. the formal curriculum and the
hidden curriculum), [42] and the different social fields
they are exposed to outside of medicine over time.
With this insight, we further triangulated into the ana-
lysis Bourdieu’s theoretical concepts of structure and
agency to make sense of how the social institution of
medicine constrains and enables dispositions, action
and perceptions, while accounting for the important
interplay of individual action and agency [43]. The co-
alescing of the many factors that shape physicians med-
ical habitus explains the production of their varying
perceptions of power relations in the micro level field
of physician-patient interactions, illuminates “the world
not as imposing itself immediately and uniformly on all
social agents, but as realized through complex pro-
cesses involving the expectations and hopes of agents
themselves…([40](pp.71)).
Following this in depth integration Bourdieu’s social

theory to understand the nature of each three categories
of responses, we present the implications and/or insights
that can be drawn from each group.
For the group of physicians who perceived their power

to be waning in their interactions with patients, we be-
lieve future research could explore physicians’ language
strategies and interpersonal complexities that may arise
from physicians’ perceptions that their medical authority
is declining in a cultural climate of patient autonomy
and empowerment. Furthermore, for the group of physi-
cians who perceived that power dynamics are non-
existent or irrelevant when interacting with patients, we
question what the implications are for communicative
approaches and the patient experience when physicians
do not perceive power dynamics to hold any significance
in the clinical encounter. We believe these foci, and
other related foci, deserve exploration and reflection and
are to be important areas of future investigation.
For the group of physicians who were reflective about

how they held and managed power, they demonstrated
an astute awareness of their power, which suggests a
type of reflexive awareness of their internalization of the
social and cultural structure of medicine and the way it
interacts with the field through practice. This group of
physicians appeared to be aware of the legitimized insti-
tutional medical power [22] available to them, yet they
describe how they do not necessarily “share” this power
in any given situation. Physicians in this group ultimately
draw our attention to a “handling” of power that is not al-
ways as straightforward as “sharing” per se, but is in fact
context-specific. Rather than being “shared” uniformly,

Nimmon and Stenfors-Hayes BMC Medical Education  (2016) 16:114 Page 6 of 9



power appears to be moderated by a range of strategies
(exerting, sharing, moderating, relinquishing) executed
through language to meet physicians’ purposes of culti-
vating an ethical therapeutic relationship with patients.
In other words, such physicians who are aware that
they always hold power by virtue of their cultural and
symbolic capital [22] are deliberate in how they ethic-
ally handle power through language strategies to serve
the patient’s best interest. The way this group of physi-
cians use language strategies to handle their power, aligns
with Bourdieu’s notion that language is not simply a
means of communication but a medium of power [22].
Although this later group illuminates some of the ways

experienced physicians are aware of the power available
to them, we recognize that power is inherently relational
and cannot be “owned” by physicians. As language and
meaning are co-constructed and always contextualized
by gradients of interpersonal and institutional power,
[31] patients play a significant role in the way power
plays out in the medical encounter as they must (1)
recognize the hierarchal position and legitimate authority
of physicians who wield power and (2) be complicit in
physicians’ strategies for handling power [22]. In other
words patients must internalize and believe in the rules of
the game within this particular field (i.e. illusio), [44] and
be complicit in the rules of the game.

Limitations
The purpose of our study was to gain insights into the
different ways experienced physicians perceive power
(e.g. how they invoke power and for what purposes) in
the clinical encounter. This study that used 30 qualita-
tive data sources was appropriate for developing mean-
ingful themes that resulted in rich insights into the topic
of interest. This study needs to be understood as an in
depth exploration of physicians’ perceptions of power re-
lations in their interactions with patients in one small
sample of participants documented in a particular space
and point in time. The thick description and rich in-
sights generated from this particular context offers a
starting point for others to extend insights into the ways
physicians perceive power in their interactions with pa-
tients in a variety of cultural contexts.

Implications for training
Bourdieu has been charged with being too deterministic
in his theoretical approach, [45] yet he does invite possi-
bilities for reflexivity which he describes as “the systematic
exploration of the un-thought categories of thought that
delimit the thinkable and predetermine the thought”,
([44](pp.40)). Our data suggests it is possible for physi-
cians to be astutely aware of their power and able to han-
dle their power deliberately in reaction to context, which
was so vividly described in the first category of responses.

We believe that medical education and training and on-
going professional development can play a key a role in
raising physicians’ awareness of their position of power
and introducing strategies that will enable them to man-
age and handle their power when practicing medicine. We
suggest that early-career and ongoing professional de-
velopment training should include opportunities to cul-
tivate: (a) an awareness and the capacity to be reflexive
of physician power and how it plays out in various in-
teractions and (b) communication strategies for physi-
cians to “handle” power with insightful deliberation in a
range of clinical encounters. Further, we suggest that
the depiction of communication in international spe-
cialist physician competency frameworks (e.g. Canada’s
CanMEDS; the USA’s ACGME; the UK’s GMC), [46–49]
that are used for accreditation, evaluation and examin-
ation purposes and have such far reaching implications for
medical training and practice, broaden to include the con-
textual and power laden nature of communication and
meaning.

Recommendations for future research
To understand richly the nature of power in the
physician-patient encounter, future research could con-
sider both physicians’ and patients’ perceptions of power
relations in the clinical encounter. To deepen even fur-
ther this exploration we might be better positioned to
examine how power flows through all interpersonal in-
teractions (i.e. family members, partners, friends, other
healthcare providers, and so forth) that contextualize the
physician-patient encounter - given that the physician-
patient micro level “field” is comprised of a myriad of
complex interpersonal relations of power that unfold in
clinical and community settings.

Conclusions
One of the central values underpinning patient-centered
care is the equal sharing of power that can be enacted
through communication practices like shared decision
making [15–19]. However, power cannot really be “owned”
by physicians, but rather is activated through a relational
dance in the therapeutic encounter with patients. Although
the “sharing of power” is an overarching goal that we ap-
propriately seek to achieve in modern patient-centered
healthcare, our analysis highlights how this concept does
not fully capture the complex ways experienced physicians
perceive, invoke, and redress power when interacting with
patients in the clinical encounter. Physicians’ always have
power available to them through their cultural and sym-
bolic capital legitimized by the institution of medicine, and
evidently those who are aware of this power strategically
share, exert, moderate and relinquish power in response to
situational context to best meet the needs of patients. We
believe that medical education training that integrates the
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insights from the group of physicians who were aware of
their power and use it strategically can better prepare
novice and practicing physicians to enact patient-centered
therapeutic communication. We suggest that medical
educational initiatives socialize and habituate physicians
to be reflective, analytical, and creative, in their “hand-
ling” of power in a way that is attune to context in clin-
ical encounters.

Ethics approval and consent to participate
This study received approval from the University of British
Columbia’s Behavioural Research Ethics Board on May
29th, 2012. Reference number: H12-00022. All participants
consented to participating in this study.

Consent for publication
Not applicable.

Availability of data and materials
Due to the sensitive nature of the raw data on which the
conclusions of the manuscript rely, it is not publicly avail-
able. Please contact the authors for further information.

Competing interests
The authors declare that they have no competing interests.

Authors’ contributions
LN, PhD collected the data, integrated theory into the study, analyzed and
interpreted the data, and drafted all components of the manuscript. T S-H
PhD conceived of and designed the larger study and contributed to analysis
and interpretation of data for the current study. T S-H also was involved in
editing the manuscript and revising it critically for intellectual content. Both
authors read and approved the final manuscript.

Acknowledgements
The authors wish to extend their sincere appreciation to Dr. Glenn Regehr
and Ms. Wendy Hartford for their insightful feedback on the analysis of data.
The authors would like to thank the co-investigators on the larger study this
data derived from for supporting this research endeavour: Drs. Joanna Bates,
Ian Scott, Ravi Sidhu, Paris Ingledew, Summer Telio and Mattias Berg.

Funding
This research was funded by a 2013 Royal College CanMEDS Research and
Development Grant. This grant program is supported by the Royal College
of Physicians and Surgeons of Canada and the Associated Medical Services,
Inc. (AMS).

Author details
1Centre for Health Education Scholarship, Vancouver, Canada. 2Department
of Occupational Science and Occupational Therapy, 429 – 2194 Health
Sciences Mall, Faculty of Medicine, University of British Columbia, Vancouver,
British Columbia V6T 1Z3, Canada. 3Department of Learning, Informatics,
Management and Ethics, Karolinska Institutet, 17177 Stockholm, Sweden.

Received: 22 January 2016 Accepted: 10 April 2016

References
1. Bleakley A, Bligh J, Browne J. Medical education for the future: Identity,

power and location (Vol. 1). New York: Springer; 2011.
2. Hodges BD, Martimianakis MA, McNaughton N, Whitehead C. Medical

education meet Michel Foucault. Med Educ. 2014;48(6):563–71.
3. Mahood SC. Medical education Beware the hidden curriculum. Can Fam

Physician. 2011;57(9):983–5.

4. Paradis E, Whitehead C. Louder than words: power and conflict in
interprofessional education articles, 1954–2013. Med Educ. 2015;49(4):
399–407.

5. Olson R. How would an egalitarian health care system operate? Power and
conflict in interprofessional education. Med Educ. 2015;49(4):353–4.

6. Whitehead C. The doctor dilemma in interprofessional education and care:
how and why will physicians collaborate? Med Educ. 2007;41(10):1010–6.

7. Kuper A, Whitehead C. The paradox of interprofessional education: IPE as a
mechanism of maintaining physician power? J Interprof Care. 2012;26(5):347–9.

8. Martimianakis M, Maniate M, Hodges B. Sociological interpretations of
professionalism. Med Educ. 2009;43(9):829–37.

9. Rees C, Ajjawi R, Monrouxe L. The construction of power in family medicine
bedside teaching: a video observation study. Med Educ. 2013;47(2):154–65.

10. Lorentzen JM. I know my own body’: Power and resistance in women’s
experiences of medical interactions. Body Soc. 2008;14(3):49–79.

11. Baker L, Egan-Lee E, Martimianakis M, Reeves S. Relationships of power:
Implications for interprofessional education. J Interprof Care. 2011;25(2):98–104.

12. Nugus P, Greenfield D, Travaglia J, Westbrook J, Braithwaite J. How and
where clinicians exercise power: interprofessional relations in health care.
Soc Sci Med. 2010;71(5):898–909.

13. Foucault M. The birth of the clinic. Sheridan Smith AM, transl. London:
Routledge; 2003.

14. Bishop J. Revisiting foucault. J Med Philos. 2009;34(4):323–7.
15. Kon AA. The shared decision-making continuum. JAMA. 2010;304(8):903–4.
16. Epstein RM, Franks P, Fiscella K, Shields CG, Meldrum SC, Kravitz RL,

Duberstein PR. Measuring patient-centered communication in patient–
physician consultations: theoretical and practical issues. Soc Sci Med. 2005;
61(7):1516–28.

17. Mead N, Bower P. Patient-centredness: a conceptual framework and review
of the empirical literature. Soc Sci Med. 2000;51(7):1087–110.

18. Emanuel EJ, Emanuel LL. Four models of the physician-patient relationship.
JAMA. 1992;267(16):2221–6.

19. Quill T, Brody H. Physician recommendations and patient autonomy: finding
a balance between physician power and patient choice. Annals Int Med.
1996;125(9):763–9.

20. Charles C, Gafni A, Whelan T. Shared decision-making in the medical
encounter: what does it mean? (or it takes at least two to tango). Soc Sci
Med. 1997;44(5):681–92.

21. Charles C, Gafni A, Whelan T. Decision-making in the physician–patient
encounter: revisiting the shared treatment decision-making model. Soc Sci
Med. 1999;49(5):651–61.

22. Bourdieu P. Language & symbolic power. Cambridge: Harvard University
Press; 1991.

23. Eagleton T, Bourdieu P. Doxa and common life. New Left Rev. 1992;1(191):111.
24. Emmerich N. Sociological perspectives on medical education. Medical ethics

education: An interdisciplinary and social theoretical perspective. London:
Springer International Publishing; 2013. pp. 21–39.

25. Drinka T, Ray R. An investigation of power in an interdisciplinary health care
team. Gerentol Geriatr Edu. 1986;6(3):43–51.

26. Foucault M. The subject and power. In: Dreyfus HL, Rabinow P, editors. Michel
Foucault. Beyond structuralism and hermeneutics. Brighton: Harvester; 1982. p.
208–28.

27. Beisecker AE. Patient power in doctor-patient communication: What do we
know? Health Commun. 1990;1;2(2):105–22.

28. Bending ZJ. Reconceptualising the doctor-patient relationship: recognising the
role of trust in contemporary health care. Bioeth Inquiry. 2015;12:189–202.

29. Stewart MA. Effective physician-patient communication and health
outcomes: a review. CMAJ. 1995;152(9):1423.

30. Zolnierek K, DiMatteo R. Physician communication and patient adherence
to treatment: a meta-analysis. Med Care. 2009;47(8):826–34.

31. Nimmon L. Meaning making within the social activity domain of health
maintenance: The role of social networks (Doctoral dissertation). Vancouver:
University of British Columbia; 2014.

32. Bourdieu P. Symbolic power. Crit Anthropol. 1979;4:77–85.
33. CARMS. R-1 Match Reports - 2012. (http://www.carms.ca/eng/operations_

R1reports_12_e.shtml). Accessed 20 Jan 2015.
34. Section of Teachers, College of Family Physicians of Canada. CanMEDS–

Family Medicine Working Group on Curriculum Review. Mississauga: College
of Family Physicians of Canada; 2009.

35. LeCompte MD, Schensul JJ. Designing and conducting ethnographic
research. Walnut Creek: AltaMira Press; 1999.

Nimmon and Stenfors-Hayes BMC Medical Education  (2016) 16:114 Page 8 of 9

http://www.carms.ca/eng/operations_R1reports_12_e.shtml
http://www.carms.ca/eng/operations_R1reports_12_e.shtml


36. Nimmon L, Paradis E, Schrewe B, Mylopoulos M. Integrating theory into
qualitative medical education research. Journal of Graduate Medical
Education. (In press).

37. Denzin N. Interpretive biography. Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications; 1989.
38. Lincoln YS, Guba EA. Naturalistic inquiry. Beverly Hills: Sage; 1985.
39. Shenton AK. Strategies for ensuring trustworthiness in qualitative research

projects. Educ Inf. 2004;22(2):63–75.
40. Mead G. Bourdieu and conscious deliberation: An anti-mechanistic solution.

Eur J Soc Theory. 2016;19(1):57–73.
41. Adams M. Hybridizing habitus and reflexivity: towards an understanding of

contemporary identity? Sociology. 2006;40(3):511–28.
42. Hafferty FW, Franks R. The hidden curriculum, ethics teaching, and the

structure of medical education. Acad Med. 1994;69(11):861–71.
43. Bourdieu P. Outline of a theory of practice. London: Cambridge University

Press; 1977.
44. Bourdieu P, Wacquant L. An invitation to reflexive sociology. Cambridge:

Polity Press; 1992.
45. Widick R. Flesh and the free market: (On taking Bourdieu to the Options

Exchange). Theory Soc. 2003;32:679–723.
46. Royal College of Physicians and Surgeons of Canada. The CanMEDS

Framework. (http://www.royalcollege.ca/portal/page/portal/rc/canmeds/
framework). Accessed 2 Jan 2015.

47. Frank JR, Snell LS, Sherbino J, editors. Draft CanMEDS 2015 Physician
Competency Framework – Series III. Ottawa: The Royal College of Physicians
and Surgeons of Canada; 2014.

48. American Board of Internal Medicine, Accreditation Council for Graduate
Medical Education. The internal medicine milestone project: A joint initiative
of ACGME and ABIM. (http://www.acgme.org/acgmeweb/portals/0/pdfs/
milestones/internalmedicinemilestones.pdf) Accessed 1 Nov 2015.

49. Federation of the Royal Colleges of Physicians. Generic Curriculum for the
Medical Specialities. (http://www.gmc-uk.org/Generic_Curriculum_for_
Medical_Specialties.pdf_31080769.pdf) Accessed 14 Oct 2015.

•  We accept pre-submission inquiries 

•  Our selector tool helps you to find the most relevant journal

•  We provide round the clock customer support 

•  Convenient online submission

•  Thorough peer review

•  Inclusion in PubMed and all major indexing services 

•  Maximum visibility for your research

Submit your manuscript at
www.biomedcentral.com/submit

Submit your next manuscript to BioMed Central 
and we will help you at every step:

Nimmon and Stenfors-Hayes BMC Medical Education  (2016) 16:114 Page 9 of 9

http://www.royalcollege.ca/portal/page/portal/rc/canmeds/framework
http://www.royalcollege.ca/portal/page/portal/rc/canmeds/framework
http://www.acgme.org/acgmeweb/portals/0/pdfs/milestones/internalmedicinemilestones.pdf
http://www.acgme.org/acgmeweb/portals/0/pdfs/milestones/internalmedicinemilestones.pdf
http://www.gmc-uk.org/Generic_Curriculum_for_Medical_Specialties.pdf_31080769.pdf
http://www.gmc-uk.org/Generic_Curriculum_for_Medical_Specialties.pdf_31080769.pdf

	Abstract
	Background
	Methods
	Results
	Conclusions

	Background
	Theoretical framework
	Bourdieu’s social theory

	The nature of power
	The nature of language and meaning

	Methods
	Research design
	Population, sample and data collection
	Data analysis
	Trustworthiness and rigour

	Results
	Category 1: Physicians’ perceptions of holding and managing power
	Category 2: Physicians’ perceptions of power as waning
	Category 3: Physicians’ perceptions of power as non-existent or irrelevant

	Discussion
	Limitations
	Implications for training
	Recommendations for future research

	Conclusions
	Ethics approval and consent to participate
	Consent for publication
	Availability of data and materials

	Competing interests
	Authors’ contributions
	Acknowledgements
	Funding
	Author details
	References

