Cancer Health

Most Patients Prefer to Receive a
Cancer Diagnosis From a Doctor, Not a
Portal

The availability of electronic health data via patient portals may leave patients without support at
the time of a cancer diagnosis.

The Information Blocking Provision of the 21st Century Cures Act Final Rule, which was
implemented in 2021, mandates that patients have timely, unrestricted access to their electronic
health information, including physician’s notes and diagnostic results, via electronic patient
portals. However, a recent survey published in JAMA Network Open found that when it comes to
cancer, 75% of patients would prefer to learn about a diagnosis directly from their physician,
either in-person or via a telemedicine appointment.

“While most patients in the general population appreciate rapid electronic access to test results,
the situation for patients with cancer is much more nuanced,” said study lead author Sheena
Bhalla, MD, in a University of Texas Southwestern press release. “Learning about a cancer
diagnosis without the ability to immediately ask questions or discuss next steps with a trusted
clinician can add to the significant stress, uncertainty and fear that patients experience.”

A new cancer diagnosis can be overwhelming, prompting questions about treatment, survival and
quality of life. Ideally, the diagnosing physician would be readily available to answer these
questions.

“That’s one of the most unintended consequences of real-time access,” continued Bhalla.
“Patients are often alone without support from their physician or family at one of their most
vulnerable moments.”

This may leave patients to search for answers online, where misinformation abounds. Pro tip: You
can always check out Cancer Health's resources at Cancer 101: Newly Diagnosed? Start Here.



https://www.ama-assn.org/system/files/2021-01/information-blocking-part-1.pdf
https://www.congress.gov/bill/114th-congress/house-bill/34
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamanetworkopen/fullarticle/2850684?__cf_chl_f_tk=rVplTIeh7x0E7IDssn3Vs8rz55KnfeEOLqvBkihAfw0-1783371482-1.0.1.1-joU4.DEwkz73R6jfzTaUG7y8s53ZdVGCGpV_jXHPVsY
http://beta.docker.cancerhealth.com/tag/diagnosis
http://beta.docker.cancerhealth.com/tag/telemedicine
https://www.utsouthwestern.edu/newsroom/articles/year-2026/june-cancer-customer-portal.html
http://beta.docker.cancerhealth.com/tag/cancer-diagnosis
http://beta.docker.cancerhealth.com/tag/cancer-diagnosis
http://beta.docker.cancerhealth.com/tag/cancer-treatment
http://beta.docker.cancerhealth.com/tag/survival
http://beta.docker.cancerhealth.com/tag/quality-of-life
http://beta.docker.cancerhealth.com/tag/physician
https://www.utsouthwestern.edu/newsroom/articles/year-2026/june-cancer-customer-portal.html
http://beta.docker.cancerhealth.com/tag/misinformation
https://www.cancerhealth.com/basics/health-basics/newly-diagnosed-start-here

To study the impact of electronic health information access on patients diagnosed with cancer,
researchers from UT Southwestern surveyed 2,412 patients diagnosed with cancer at Simmons
Cancer Center between 2019 and 2023.

Most respondents (84%) received their cancer diagnosis from their clinical team, either over the
phone or via an in-person or telemedicine appointment, but 170 people (7%) learned about their
diagnosis through an electronic patient portal. Of those diagnosed through a portal, 71% were at
home and 59% were alone, and nearly half (48%) sought more information about their diagnosis
on the internet.

Overall, regarding a future cancer diagnosis, 75% of survey participants preferred to hear the
news from their doctor, while 23% preferred an electronic portal. Among those who initially
learned of their cancer diagnosis from a physician, 79% preferred this method for a future
diagnosis, while 20% preferred a portal. Of those who were diagnosed via a portal, 54% preferred
a portal for a future diagnosis, while 42% preferred to hear from a clinician.

“Further study and increased interdisciplinary collaboration among oncology clinicians, health
services researchers and digital health experts can help us better understand how patients receive
and react to cancer diagnoses,” said Bhalla. “Our goal is to increase awareness of this issue and
help drive innovative approaches to patient-centered communication.”
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