Getting the most out of
your doctors’ visits

How to Get the Most Out of Your Doctor’s Visit

Whether it’s a yearly check-up, a follow-up for a chronic issue, or a brand-new
concern, making the most of your time with your doctor can make a big difference
in your care.

Healthcare today moves fast. The average primary care appointment lasts 15-20
minutes, and your doctor has a lot to cover: your history, your current symptoms,
preventive care updates (like vaccines and screenings), a physical exam, lab
results, and a treatment plan—all in one visit.

The good news? With a little preparation, you can make those minutes really
count.

Here's how:
1. Understand the Doctor’s Agenda
Doctors are trained to think through each visit in a structured way:

. History - Reviewing your medical history and current symptoms.

. Review of Systems - Asking broader questions about your overall health.

. Physical Exam - Examining specific areas related to your concerns.

. Labs and Tests - Reviewing any results or ordering new ones.

. Assessment and Plan - Diagnosing issues and planning next steps.

. Preventive Care - Making sure health maintenance (like vaccines and
screenings) is up to date.

Knowing this structure helps you see where your concerns fit in—and why time can
feel tight. The earlier you bring up your top issues, the more likely they’ll get the
attention they deserve.
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2. Set Your Agenda—Early

Before your visit, do a quick thought download:
. Jot down everything you’ve been experiencing or wondering about.
. Prioritize: What are the top 1-2 issues you want to address today?

Pro Tip: Mention your top concerns right away, even as the visit is getting started.
Say something like, “l have two things I’m really hoping to cover today: my
worsening joint pain and whether I’m due for any preventive screenings.”

This helps your doctor organize the visit—and shows that you’re an engaged
partner in your care.

3. Be Specific

Instead of saying:

"l don’t feel good."

Try:

"I’ve had headaches three times a week for the past two months, usually in the
afternoon, and ibuprofen doesn’t seem to help."

Specific details help your doctor think through possibilities more quickly and
accurately.

4. Bring a Med List (or a Photo)

If you take medications, supplements, or vitamins, have an up-to-date list—or
take a quick picture of the bottles to show your doctor.

Knowing exactly what you’re taking can prevent errors and help your doctor make
the best recommendations.
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5. Avoid the “Oh, by the Way...”

You’ve probably been there: the visit is wrapping up, your doctor has reviewed the
plan, and then you mention a new chest pain or worrisome symptom.
This is called the "door handle moment'"—and it’s tough because:

. There may not be time to do a thorough evaluation safely.

. It may lead to rushed decisions or an unnecessary delay in getting you the right

care.

Tip: Bring up your major concerns early in the visit—even if you’re unsure how
serious they are.

6. Take Notes or Bring a Buddy

It’s easy to forget details, especially if you’re feeling nervous.

Write down key points or ask if you can record the visit on your phone (some
offices allow this-please ask at the start of your visit).

Or, bring a trusted friend or family member along to help you remember
instructions and ask questions.

7. Don’t Hesitate to Ask:
. "Can you explain that in a different way?"
. "What are the pros and cons of this test/treatment?"
. "What are my options?"
. "What happens if | wait or do nothing?"

You deserve to understand your own care plan.
Doctors appreciate when patients are engaged—it leads to better outcomes.

8. If It’s Not Working, Speak Up

If you feel rushed, unheard, or confused after your visit, it’s okay to say
something or ask for a follow-up.

Building a relationship with your doctor is a two-way street, and good
communication is at the heart of it.
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