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Communicating with mismatch and
tension: treatment provision experiences of
primary care doctors treating patients with
overactive bladder in Hong Kong
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Abstract

Background: Overactive bladder (OAB) is a common chronic bladder dysfunction worldwide. As the first contact
point of health care, primary health care providers are often consulted by patients seeking initial consultation for
OAB. The relatively short history of the existence of OAB in medicine and low public awareness of OAB in Hong
Kong, however, often serve as a challenge to primary health care providers in treating patients with OAB. The
experiences of patients and health care providers are often influenced by the interaction between these two
groups, hence both health care providers and patients are key determinants of the entire treatment experience,
and the perspectives of health care providers should not be overlooked. However, patient experiences have been
the main focus of related studies, few of which have examined the treatment provision experiences and
perspectives of health care providers. This research gap is notable considering that the satisfaction and morale of
health care providers can influence treatment outcome.

Methods: This study adopted a qualitative research approach by conducting semistructured individual interviews
with 30 private practice primary care doctors in Hong Kong between November 2013 and May 2014.

Results: Lacking confidence in treating OAB patients, encountering mismatch with patients in treatment
expectations and communication style, and feeling embarrassed when communicating with OAB patients were the
experiences reported by the sampled doctors.

Conclusion: The sampled doctors’ treatment provision experiences revealed a general lack of knowledge about
OAB among primary care doctors in Hong Kong. Furthermore, the negative stereotype of and lack of trust in
private practice doctors created tension between the doctors and patients. This lack of mutual trust was particularly
unfavourable for the doctors to provide long-term treatment and support to patients with OAB. The embedded
distrust of private practice doctors also affected the prescribing behaviour of the doctors, who prescribed
medication only to satisfy patient demands, which may lead to antibiotic abuse and resistance. Finally, the
expectations of doctor professionalism and behaviour in Chinese cultures and the cultural perceptions of urinary
diseases caused challenging treatment provision experiences for the sampled doctors.
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Background
Overactive bladder (OAB) is a common chronic bladder
dysfunction worldwide. Population-based studies in
Europe and Canada have estimated that the overall
prevalence of OAB in people aged 40 years or older at
16.6 % [1] and 13.9 % [2] respectively. In Hong Kong, a
study estimated that approximately 15 % of the popula-
tion experienced OAB symptoms [3]. Urinary urgency
accompanied by frequency, with or without urgency
urinary incontinence, and with the absence of urinary
tract infection (UTI) or other obvious pathology [4] are
defined as OAB. Approaches to treating and managing
OAB include lifestyle modifications, behavioural ther-
apy, pharmacotherapy, neuromodulation, botulinum
toxin therapy, and surgical intervention [5].
As the first contact point in the health care system,

primary health care providers are often consulted by pa-
tients who require specialist secondary care [6], and the
evaluation and treatment of OAB often starts in primary
care doctors’ offices [7]. The American Urological Asso-
ciation recommends in a new guideline on OAB care
that primary care doctors be placed in the position of
gatekeeper for OAB, in which stable patients are advised
to remain under the care of primary care providers [7].
The relatively short history of the existence of OAB in
medicine and low public awareness of OAB in Hong
Kong, however, often serves as a challenge to primary
health care providers in treating patients with OAB.
This study was inspired by earlier research on patients

with OAB, covering their illness experiences [8] and
doctor-shopping behaviour [9]. Doctor shopping in-
volves patients visiting different doctors every time they
are sick rather than consulting the same doctor. These
earlier studies showed that sampled OAB patients’
doctor-shopping behaviour was closely related to their
unpleasant illness experiences [9], which often started
when they first experienced OAB symptoms and sought
an initial consultation for them. Their unpleasant experi-
ences had numerous causes. The sampled patients re-
ported difficulties in the treatment-seeking process in
addition to physical bladder symptoms. The flippant
attitudes of doctors often made these patients feel
embarrassed during the treatment process, and the
long but inefficacious treatment also made the pa-
tients frustrated with the treatment outcome. Further-
more, the patients commonly perceived doctors as
lacking the necessary empathy to understand their
conditions and difficulties, making their illness experi-
ences unpleasant. Past studies have shown that pa-
tients who seek medical treatment for OAB often
encounter negative experiences such as experiencing
miscommunication with health care providers [10, 11]
and receiving treatment from doctors who lack know-
ledge about the diagnostic tests for OAB [11].

The experiences of patients and health care providers
are often influenced by the interaction between these
two groups, hence both health care providers and pa-
tients are key determinants of the entire treatment ex-
perience, and the perspectives of health care providers
should not be overlooked. Treatment experience not
only influence patient treatment satisfaction, compli-
ance, and thus treatment outcome [12]; it can also affect
the satisfaction and morale of health care providers [13]
and in turn influences treatment outcome [13]. However,
patient experiences have been the main focus of past re-
search. Studies on the treatment provision experiences
and perspectives of health care providers, though crucial,
are lacking. The literature has a paucity of research on
the treatment provision experiences of health care pro-
viders in Chinese communities, and even less is known
about their treatment provision experiences involving
patients with OAB. Therefore, investigating the treat-
ment provision experiences of health care providers
treating patients with OAB is crucial for improving the
experiences of both parties. Primary health care pro-
viders are the first contact of patients, including those
with OAB; hence, the experiences of primary health care
providers are critical because these experiences can in-
fluence patient motivation to seek and follow advice and
treatment. In view of the aforementioned literature gap,
this study adopted a qualitative approach to investigate
the treatment provision experiences of primary health
care doctors treating patients with OAB in Hong Kong.

Methods
To understand the experiences of primary health care
doctors treating patients with OAB, a qualitative study
approach was used.

Data collection
In this qualitative study, in-depth individual semistruc-
tured interviews were conducted between November
2013 and May 2014 with 30 primary health care doctors
who had provided treatment to patients with OAB in
Hong Kong. Purposive sampling was used to identify 30
primary health care doctors with experience treating pa-
tients with OAB and who satisfied the following inclu-
sion criteria: doctors who (a) were medical practitioners
working in private practice primary care, and (b) had
treated at least one patient with OAB within the past
3 years. Because private practice primary care doctors
constitute the largest proportion of primary health care
providers in Hong Kong [14], most patients with OAB
can be assumed to initially consult private practice pri-
mary care doctors. Hence, this study recruited only
primary care doctors working in the private sector.
The sampling of primary care doctors was based on

referrals from patients with OAB who were interviewed
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for an earlier study. These patients were asked to iden-
tify the primary health care doctor they consulted first
regarding their bladder condition. This approach en-
sured that the sampled doctors had treated patients with
OAB, and it minimised the likelihood of inaccurately
sampling primary care doctors who had treated patients
with bladder symptoms similar to those of OAB but
without a confirmed OAB diagnosis. The qualifications
of the identified health care providers were then verified
using the website of the Medical Council of Hong Kong.
Health care providers who were on the resident list and
without specialist registration (except for family medi-
cine) were defined as primary care doctors [15]. These
doctors were then sampled, contacted, and invited for the
interviews. Thirty nominated doctors were approached in
the first attempt, with 21 doctors accepted the interviews,
and 9 doctors declined. These doctors who declined the
interview were replaced by other primary care doctors re-
ferred by the patients (6 doctors were approached and ac-
cepted the interviews), and referred by the members of an
OAB patient self-help group (3 doctors were approached
and accepted the interviews).
Thirty primary care doctors were interviewed individu-

ally between November 2013 and May 2014. Although a
study documented that 12 interviews are sufficient for
data saturation [16], another study have suggested 17 in-
terviews as sufficient [17]. This study conducted 30 in-
terviews to yield a greater confidence in the data. All the
interviews were conducted by the researcher to ensure
quality and consistency. Doing so reduced the possibility
of insufficient data, and avoided variation in data collec-
tion being caused by introducing another interviewer. All
the interviews were conducted in Cantonese Chinese, the
mother tongue of the sampled doctors and the researcher,
thus the doctors could express themselves clearly without
a language barrier.
An interview question guide was developed prior to

the interviews. The interview questions were developed
based on earlier studies on the illness experiences of pa-
tients with OAB [8] and their doctor-shopping behav-
iour [9]. Other past studies about the treatment
provision experiences of health care providers were con-
sulted to develop the interview question guide. Conduct-
ing the interviews with the interview question guide also
ensured that the interviews stayed within the scope of
the research topics. An open questioning style was
adopted with some closed questions to clarify particular
points. This allowed the sampled doctors had a high de-
gree of flexibility to express their views, feelings, and ex-
periences [18]. The questions, which were aimed at
investigating the understanding of OAB among the sam-
pled primary care doctors, their experiences in dealing
with patients with OAB, and their feelings about these
patients, included the following:

1. What are the most common complaints (physical
and/or emotional) of OAB patients?

2. What are your immediate thoughts about the
possible diagnoses of a patient who presents bladder
symptoms?

3. Will OAB immediately come to your mind when a
patient complains about bladder symptoms?

4. What kinds of examination and treatment will you
provide for OAB patients?

5. If all the examination procedures show normal
results but bladder symptoms persist in a patient,
how will you manage this patient?

6. How do you reach a diagnosis of OAB?
7. If a patient is diagnosed with OAB, how will you

proceed?
8. How much do you know about OAB?
9. How confident are you in managing OAB patients?

Why?
10. Can you share some experiences in treating OAB

patients?
11. Do you think there is any difference in

communicating with and treating OAB patients and
other patients in your clinic? If so, what are these
differences?

12. Have you ever experienced any difficulties in
communicating with OAB patients?

To protect the privacy of the sampled doctors, the in-
terviews were conducted either in their clinics or a
meeting room at Hong Kong Baptist University. Each
interview lasted between 1 and 1.5 h, and was audio-
recorded with the consent of the participant. A keychain
with the logo of the researcher’s institution was pre-
sented to each sampled doctor as a gift to acknowledge
their time and sharing after each interview.

Data analysis
Quick data analysis, involving initial data scanning to de-
termine what information had been obtained and what
topics needed to be explored further [19], was conducted
by the researcher during the interviews. Interviews were
transcribed verbatim by two student assistants, and the
sampled doctors were asked to read the transcriptions to
ensure accuracy. The transcribed interviews were then
translated into English by the researcher, and back-
translation was conducted by a bilingual student assist-
ant to ensure that the translated transcripts accurately
reflected the originals. The back-translation also assisted
in crosschecking the first-round translation and mini-
mised errors arising from potential researcher bias.
The researcher conducted the entire coding and data

analysis procedure. Thematic analysis was adopted [20].
Interview transcriptions were segmented into meaning
units and then collapsed into categories and eventually
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themes through abstraction and constant comparison.
Coding tables were developed and constructed [20],
identifying themes, categories, and codes with support-
ing interview quotes according to the inductive coding
process by allowing the discovery of patterns of behav-
iour and thoughts [18]. Repetitive codes and themes
were noted and highlighted, and new thematic codes
that emerged from the data were added to the coding
table. Memos were used to record ideas and commen-
tary in the interview and coding process. The analytic
procedures, codings, and findings were documented in
the codebook to ensure the consistency and accuracy of
the data collected. Neutrality of data was achieved, with
the direct interview transcripts referenced in the coding
and analysis, thus grounding the findings in the inter-
view data. Data saturation was achieved.

Ethical considerations
Ethical approval was obtained from the Committee on
the Use of Human and Animal Subjects in Teaching and
Research at Hong Kong Baptist University prior to the
study. Participants’ participation in the study was volun-
tary. Information sheets explaining the purpose and na-
ture of the study, research procedures, and use of the
collected data in academic publications were provided to
the sampled doctors in their native written language
(traditional Chinese). Verbal explanation and clarifica-
tion was provided to them wherever required. Signed in-
formed consent was obtained from all the interviewees,
and they were assured of their rights and freedom to
withdraw from the study at any time. To ensure privacy,
no identifying details were recorded in the audio records
or coded data. All the sampled doctors were designated
with codes in the interview transcripts. The data were
stored in locked cabinets and treated with strict confi-
dentiality. The audio records of the interviews were
destroyed after the interviews were transcribed.

Results
Participants
All 30 participants in this study were primary care doc-
tors working in private practice in Hong Kong, and all
of them were men aged between 38 and 62 years. Each
had worked as a primary care doctor for at least 10 years,
and had worked in private practice for at least 7 years.
All the sampled doctors had worked in public hospitals,
and 13 of them had worked in public general outpatient
clinics afterward, prior to entering private primary care
practice. Among the 30 doctors, seven had completed
specialty training in family medicine, whereas the others
had received no specialty training in any field after their
general medicine training (i.e., MBBS or MBChB). Of
these remaining 23 doctors, nine worked as private prac-
tice primary care doctors immediately after finishing

their mandatory 1-year public hospital internship. All
the sampled doctors had completed a rotation in four
disciplines—internal medicine, surgery, paediatrics, and
obstetrics and gynaecology—in their internship year.
Visits by patients complaining about urinary and blad-

der discomfort in the sampled doctors’ clinics were com-
mon, and ordering urinalysis was the most frequent
response in these cases. Although most of these patients
were ultimately diagnosed as having UTI, some of them
showed no sign of having any obvious pathogen. For
these patients, the sampled doctors would reach a pre-
liminary diagnosis of OAB. Providing treatment to pa-
tients with OAB was uncommon according to the
sampled doctors, although they noted a steady rise in
the number of OAB patient visits to their clinics in re-
cent years. As the initial management plan for these pa-
tients whose bladder conditions were not affected by an
obvious pathogen, the doctors typically prescribed a
course of antibiotics. Referral to a urologist was the next
treatment step for patients who returned without im-
provement. However, making referrals was not always
straightforward, according to the doctors; the patients
often either did not return to them for follow-up treat-
ment or rejected the referral because of the higher treat-
ment fees for receiving specialised urology treatment.
The sampled doctors generally encountered four types

of experiences when treating patients with OAB, namely,
lacking confidence in treating OAB patients, experiencing
mismatch in treatment expectations with the patients, ex-
periencing mismatch in communication with the patients,
and feeling embarrassed when communicating with OAB
patients.

Treatment provision experiences of the sampled primary
care doctors treating patients with overactive bladder
Insufficient confidence in treating patients with OAB
As primary care doctors without formal urology training,
all the sampled doctors reported having a highly limited
knowledge of OAB, leading them to lack confidence in
treating and caring for patients with OAB. Although the
doctors said that they knew about the symptoms of
OAB, they did not know exactly how to diagnose OAB
or treat patients with the condition, as the following
quote reveals:

I learned about the symptoms of OAB in some CME
[continuing medical education] courses. However,
OAB is a complicated condition and it is quite
impossible to confirm in primary care settings.
Usually the patient needs specific tests that cannot be
done by GPs [general practitioners]. Without the
support of these tests, I am not confident in telling
these patients about my provisional diagnosis.
However, the patients often expect me to give them a
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definite diagnosis. Honestly, I am not confident in
dealing with these patients. Patients cannot
understand my limitation as a GP, and I cannot tell
them [about these limitations] or they will think that I
am incapable. [P4]

Ordering urinalysis was the usual examination proced-
ure adopted by the sampled doctors for the patients com-
plaining about urinary symptoms; however, the doctors
often encountered difficulty and uncertainty moving to
the next treatment step if the urinalysis results were nor-
mal. In addition to satisfying the perceived expectations of
patients, prescribing a course of antibiotics was the sim-
plest management plan for such cases. The following
quote is representative of the view of many of the doctors:

Ordering urinalysis is the most common procedure
for patients who complain about bladder discomfort.
It is easy to handle patients who suffer from UTI
since just a course of antibiotics can easily satisfy
these patients. However, if the patient’s urinalysis
shows normal findings, then the real headache comes.
Patients often expect medication from doctors. It is
only with medication that the patients feel they are
receiving treatment. Without medication, they will
not think that the consultation is worthwhile. If you
do not prescribe any medicine to patients, they will
argue with you or not pay the consultation fee; so I
usually prescribe a course of antibiotics to make them
satisfied, even though I know antibiotics have nothing
to do with their condition. [P17]

Because of the difficulty in diagnosing OAB in pri-
mary care settings and the uncertainty of the doctors
regarding how to treat their patients, the sampled
doctors often advised the patients to not be overly
concerned regarding their bladder discomfort. How-
ever, such advice could lead to the doctors being
viewed by their patients as uncaring. One doctor
recalled the following:

Very often, when patients come to see a doctor, they
assume that they are sick and need treatment. I came
across a patient who complained about urinary
frequency and urgency. As usual, I ordered urinalysis
for her, but the test result showed normal findings
without any sign of UTI. I suspected she might have
OAB, but I could not confirm with confidence since I
had my limitation [as a GP]. Therefore, there was
little more that I could do except advise her to relax.
However, she was not satisfied, and kept asking me
whether she was infected with rare bacteria. I finally
gave her a course of antibiotics to satisfy her. By
prescribing antibiotics, you can make the patient trust

you, although you know that you have limitations in
dealing with the patient’s condition. [P21]

Mismatch in treatment expectations
OAB is a long-term bladder condition; its chronicity im-
plies that obtaining full recovery is difficult for most pa-
tients. However, according to the experiences of the
sampled doctors, their patients appeared failing to
understand the limitations of OAB treatment. As a re-
sult, being blamed by patients for delaying treatment
was common among the doctors, as one recalled:

Usually patients expect to be treated quickly when
they come to a doctor. If they fail to recover quickly,
they blame the doctors either for being incapable or
deliberately prolonging treatment. I still remember
how a woman patient suffering from urinary urgency
and incontinence blamed me; she was dissatisfied
because she failed to get better after several rounds of
treatment that I had ordered. I told her to have
patience, and suggested that I refer her to another
specialist for further evaluation and treatment.
However, she refused, and accused me of cheating her
out of money by prolonging treatment and referring
her to another specialist. [P26]

Mismatch in treatment expectations between the sam-
pled doctors and patients occasionally led to tension be-
tween them. One doctor shared the following:

I often tell my patients to have patience in dealing
with their chronic bladder conditions. However, not
many patients can accept my advice. They often
expect quick efficacy after a course of medication or
two, although such an outcome is ‘mission impossible’
in their cases. I often tell my patients that it is quite
impossible for them to fully recover, and that they
should expect less efficacious treatment to avoid
disappointment since there are still many limitations
in the current treatment for their bladder condition.
However, they complain, saying that I am not capable
or attempting to cheat them for more money by
prolonging the treatment. This is particularly the case
for newer patients since they still have not yet built up
trust in me. [P23]

Mismatch in communication style
As experienced by the sampled doctors, there was sig-
nificant mismatch in expectation about the communica-
tion style between themselves and their patients. To the
doctors, they perceived their patients as feeling embar-
rassed during consultations; thus, the sampled doctors
adopted a more casual communication style during con-
sultations and treatment in an attempt to ease this
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embarrassment. However, the sampled doctors per-
ceived their patients interpreting such a casual commu-
nication style as demonstrating insincerity and a lack of
empathy, confusing these doctors as to an optimal com-
munication style to adopt with their patients. One doctor
shared the following:

As most patients feel embarrassed when talking about
their bladder symptoms and conditions, I tend to use
a more casual tone to communicate with them in
order to make them feel more relaxed. However, some
patients are offended by this casual consultation style,
and some of them ask me if I could stop teasing
them. Sometimes I really feel puzzled as to what
communication style I should use. I just want them to
feel relaxed during the consultation, but it seems that
not all patients can accept such a casual style from
doctors. [P6]

During the study period, the symptoms of OAB, par-
ticularly urinary frequency and urinary incontinence,
were identified by government antisubstance abuse pub-
lic service announcements as signs and consequences of
ketamine abuse. These public service announcements
created a new stereotype regarding OAB symptoms and
thus depicted people with these symptoms as potential
ketamine users. The internalisation of this new stereo-
type influenced the history-taking approach of the sam-
pled doctors with their patients during consultation,
which could make these patients feeling offended ac-
cording to the sampled doctors’ experiences, as the fol-
lowing quote illustrates:

When patients come to my clinic complaining about
urinary frequency, urgency, or even incontinence, I
ask them whether they have ever engaged in
substance abuse in addition to focusing on whether
they might have UTI. As you know, ‘little K’
[ketamine] can also lead to similar bladder symptoms,
so asking patients if they have such experience has
become necessary in the history taking. Some patients
indeed feel offended about such a question,
particularly those patients who have seen me for
many years, and this can ruin the trust between us.
This is a dilemma for me, because as a doctor, I have
the responsibility to investigate every possibility;
however, not many patients understand this. [P24]

Because the symptoms of OAB are similar to those of
some sexually transmitted diseases, the sampled doctors
had to ask detailed questions about the sexual histories
of the patients. However, their patients were often
shocked for being asked such questions according to the
sampled doctors’ experiences, and the doctors said that

such questioning often led to the patients losing trust in
them, as indicated in the following quote:

It is necessary and usual for a doctor to know about
the sexual life of a patient who complains about
urinary problems, because some urinary symptoms
are actually symptoms of sexually transmitted
diseases. However, some patients are offended when
asked such questions, which are often perceived as
sensitive and private. They would consider whether I
doubt and do not trust them. Once patients are
offended, the mutual trust between them and their
doctor is broken, and it is difficult to expect
cooperation from the patients in later consultations.
Even worse, they may never come to you again. [P15]

Embarrassment
Urinary problems are commonly perceived as embarras-
sing in Chinese cultures, and the patients showed embar-
rassment when seeking treatment from the sampled
doctors according to these doctors’ observation. This em-
barrassment spread to the doctors during consultations,
as noted in the following quote:

Doctors are trained to be professional and not show
any embarrassment during the physical examination
of patients. Once a doctor shows embarrassment, the
patient will feel embarrassed, too. However, not
feeling embarrassed can be quite difficult to achieve in
real practice. Urinary problems are embarrassing
because they often involve sensitive issues; the
physical location of the urinary system, the patient’s
sexual life and habits, etc., all make the situation
embarrassing. We have to rule out sexually
transmitted diseases since the symptoms of these
diseases can be very similar to urinary problems, so
we have to ask about the patient’s sexual practices in
detail. These are embarrassing topics in Chinese
culture; so, honestly, I sometimes feel embarrassed,
especially when the patient is embarrassed. [P19]

The sense of embarrassment of these doctors was
more severe when they encountered women patients, as
illustrated by the following quote:

Asking about urinary problems is particularly
embarrassing with women patients, because in most
cases, they feel very embarrassed in talking about
their bladder symptoms. However, to make a
diagnosis, I have to ask about their histories in detail,
such as their sex lives and practices, and they feel
even more embarrassed after these questions. Some
women patients also feel embarrassed with the
physical examination. Their embarrassment often
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makes me feel embarrassed, though I cannot show
this in the procedure. If some women patients are
really embarrassed, then I may skip asking some very
sensitive questions. [P11]

Discussion
As primary care doctors, those sampled serve as the first
contact for most patients, including patients with OAB.
However, the sampled doctors experienced challenges
when treating patients with OAB. Lacking confidence in
treating patients with OAB, experiencing mismatch in
both treatment expectations and communication style
with OAB patients, and feeling embarrassed when com-
municating with OAB patients were the experiences en-
countered by the sampled doctors. The lack of knowledge
and support in treating patients with OAB, the embedded
tension between private practice doctors and patients in
Hong Kong, the expectations of doctor professionalism
and behaviour in Chinese cultures, and the cultural per-
ceptions of urinary diseases all made treatment provision
challenging for the sampled doctors.
Past studies have shown that primary care doctors

often provide little appropriate and accessible informa-
tion about OAB to patients with the condition [6]. The
insufficient knowledge about OAB and lack of diagnostic
instruments in primary care settings often limited the
confidence of the sampled doctors in diagnosing and
treating patients with OAB. However, the common pa-
tient expectations of receiving a confirmed diagnosis
often presented the sampled doctors with a dilemma.
The doctors were aware of their limitations regarding
knowledge and the tests available for potential OAB pa-
tients; but were reluctant to reveal these limitations to
patients because doing so may have subverted patient
expectations. Addressing their limitations in diagnosing
procedures and treatment provision to patients was per-
ceived as taboo by the sampled doctors, who said that
doing so would damage the patients’ trust in the capabil-
ity of doctors. Doctors represent the authority of medical
knowledge; in Chinese culture, patients in particular
have high regard for their doctors’ recommendations
[21], and doctors’ treatment decisions are respected and
trusted [22]. Therefore, receiving respect and deference
from public is expected by doctors in Chinese culture
[22, 23]. At the same time, patients also expect doctors
to be highly capable in confirming diagnoses and provid-
ing effective treatment in Chinese culture. These popular
attitudes and expectations regarding doctors contributed
to the reluctance of the sampled doctors, who did not
wish to ‘lose face’, to articulate their limitations to their
patients.
The high social status and respect accorded in the

Chinese cultures can also result in arrogance among
doctors [24], making the medical virtue of humility

difficult to understand and practice [25], which could ul-
timately affect the sampled doctors’ treatment provision
experiences. The practice of humility as a medical virtue
encompassing unpretentious openness, honest self-
disclosure, the avoidance of arrogance, and the modulation
of self-interest, though valued, can also indicate doctor
weakness and indecisiveness [25], implying incapability and
thus putting the doctor at risk of losing face. Some sampled
doctors reported being perceived and blamed as incapable
by their patients because of their limitations in making def-
inite diagnoses of OAB and providing treatment in primary
care settings. The intention of the sampled doctors to pro-
tect their professional image and avoid breaking the taboo
of admitting their limitations, thus, may have exacerbated
the tension between the doctors and patients, making the
treatment provision experiences unpleasant for the sampled
doctors. Thus, both the sampled doctors and their patients
were disadvantaged in the treatment process.
Coordinating care for patients by making referrals to

secondary health care specialists for further treatment is
a major role of primary care doctors [26]. However, co-
ordination between primary and secondary health care
providers is not always straightforward [6], especially in
places like Hong Kong where patients do not have high
trust or confidence in private practice doctors, and
where private practice doctors are often perceived as
profit-oriented [27]. As this study demonstrated, making
referrals could be perceived by some patients as a decep-
tive money-making technique because of embedded
negative stereotypes about and lack of trust in private
practice doctors in Hong Kong. Therefore, any add-
itional procedures and referrals made by private practice
doctors have a high chance of being interpreted by pa-
tients as attempts to extract more money from them. As
a result of such cultural stereotypes of private practice
doctors, the sampled doctors reported being accused of
intentionally delaying treatment and seeking more
money by making referrals to secondary specialists. As a
result, the sampled doctors were reluctant to make such
referrals, even though they recognised their limitations
in treating patients with OAB. Their treatment provision
experiences were thus affected.
The differing definition of ‘treatment’ between the sam-

pled doctors and their OAB patients often led to tension in
the doctor–patient relationship. To the sampled doctors,
the consultation and physical and pathological examination
procedures were considered ‘treatment’ even though no
medication was prescribed. However, their patients, who
considered themselves to be sick, viewed medication as an
integral component of the entire treatment process, accord-
ing to the doctors. Unlike patients in Western countries,
among whom expecting prescriptions is less common [28],
patients in Hong Kong typically expect doctors to prescribe
medication after a consultation [29]. Only after being
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prescribed medication do most patients consider consult-
ation and treatment as complete. According to the sampled
doctors, when the expectation of being prescribed medica-
tion was not met, patients became dissatisfied. Thus, the
doctors felt forced to prescribe medication to satisfy the pa-
tients, which many of them did. Such difference in the def-
inition of ‘treatment’ between the sampled doctors and
their patients resulted in tension between them. The sam-
pled doctors also said that the feeling of being pressured to
prescribe medication created an unpleasant experience in
the treatment provision process.
Although patient expectations played a substantial role

in contributing to the cultural definition of ‘treatment,’
the sampled doctors also played a crucial role in reinfor-
cing the view that prescribing medication was a neces-
sary part of treatment. Bladder problems were widely
perceived as being caused by bacterial infections among
the sampled doctors’ patients, who thus viewed antibi-
otics as the ideal treatment. To meet the patients’ expec-
tations, some sampled doctors prescribed antibiotics
even though they knew that doing so would yield no im-
provement. Indeed, doctor perceptions of patient expec-
tations for antibiotics are strong factors in antibiotics
prescription [30]. Antibiotic efficacy reaches near-
mythical levels among patients [31], and doctors fre-
quently prescribe antibiotics to err on the side of caution
or satisfy the patient expectations [32–34], leading anti-
biotics to become overprescribed worldwide [31]. Anti-
biotics, thus, were an effective medium through which
the sampled doctors were able to satisfy their patients,
which for them was crucial considering existing doctor–
patient tension and the culture of mistrust in private
practice doctors in Hong Kong. The prescription of anti-
biotics also demonstrated the sampled doctors’ lack of
confidence in handling OAB patients because of their
limited knowledge and diagnostic testing ability; thus the
doctors were motivated to prescribe antibiotics, which
they expected their patients to desire. Prescribing antibi-
otics was viewed by the sampled doctors as their only
choice because doing so could fulfil patient demands
and maintain their professional dignity and perceived
capability. However, not only did prescribing antibiotics
delay OAB patients receiving appropriate treatment,
more importantly it resulted in the misuse and abuse of
antibiotics, leading to antibiotic resistance that can en-
danger public health [31].
Differing expectations of bladder condition treatment

and outcome between the sampled doctors and their pa-
tients also created tension in the doctor–patient rela-
tionship, thus making the treatment provision
experiences unpleasant. OAB is a chronic condition,
therefore full recovery was considered impossible by the
sampled doctors. However, the patients often expected
quick efficacy or even a cure. With such differences in

treatment outcome expectation, in addition to the em-
bedded distrust and negative stereotypes of private prac-
tice doctors in Hong Kong, the sampled doctors
reported being blamed and perceived as having
intentionally prolonged treatment to extract more
money from their patients. The tension between doctors
and patients increased further if there was a lack of
communication about the gap between the actual situ-
ation and patient expectations regarding treatment out-
comes, thus making the treatment provision experiences
even more unpleasant for sampled doctors. Patients with
OAB should be informed about the limitations of their
current treatment and advised to think realistically re-
garding the treatment outcome; this would not only help
the patients cope with the condition more positively, but
also improve the treatment provision experience and
morale of health care providers.
Mismatch in communication style between the sam-

pled doctors and their patients also created tension be-
tween them, leading to unpleasant treatment provision
experiences. Patients in Chinese cultures tend to have a
high respect for doctors [21]. Stereotypes of doctors’
authority and professionalism also prevail, reinforcing
the hierarchical differential [35]. In the current study,
such stereotypes, in addition to the perceived higher
hierarchical status of doctors, influenced not only how
patients communicated with the sampled doctors, but
also the patient expectations of doctor communication
style. The doctors were expected to communicate in a
serious and professional manner, and show empathy
for the suffering of their patients. The casual and re-
laxed communication style adopted by the doctors vio-
lated the expectations of the patients, who interpreted
the style as indicating that the doctors were insincere
and lacked empathy. Miscommunication resulted from
the mismatch in communication style between the sam-
pled doctors and their patients, thus the doctor–patient
tension increased further, worsening the treatment
provision experiences of the doctors as a result.
Diseases are often attached with stigma [36]. The

literature shows that not only do the patients with
stigmatised diseases endure painful experiences [37],
but the health care providers also encounter difficult
experiences when treating them [38]. Disease stigmas
can influence the communication between treatment
providers and patients because both of them have
internalised the stigmas [39], making the communica-
tion between them appear judgemental to the other.
The urinary symptoms of OAB are similar to those of
sexually transmitted diseases and ketamine use, both
of which are severely stigmatised in Hong Kong.
Therefore, patients with OAB are highly vulnerable to
having their conditions misinterpreted. Because of the
entrenched stigma of sexually transmitted diseases
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and the new stereotyping of bladder symptoms as be-
ing a consequence of ketamine use, the internalisation
of these stigmas further intensified the communication
tension and mismatch between the sampled doctors and
their patients. Although the sampled doctors did not in-
tend to stigmatise the OAB patients as potential sexually
transmitted disease carriers or ketamine users, and though
it is a clinical norm for doctors to investigate their
patients’ personal habits and health histories, history tak-
ing involving sensitive topics such as sexual practices and
ketamine use could easily have made the patients feel like
they were being stereotyped by the doctors. This could
damage the mutual trust between the sampled doctors and
their patients, worsening the doctor–patient relationship.
This could also affect the treatment satisfaction of the
patients (and subsequently the treatment compliance and
outcomes) as well as contribute to unpleasant treatment
provision experiences of the sampled doctors. However,
none of the sampled doctors exhibited awareness of the im-
portance of clarifying with patients the reasons for asking
the sensitive questions. Thus, the mutual misunderstanding
between the sampled doctors and their OAB patients
remained unresolved, unfavourably affecting their long-
term treatment relationship.
Because of the characteristics and stigmas of OAB,

patients often felt embarrassed when they communi-
cated about their bladder symptoms with the sampled
doctors. The gender difference between the sampled
doctors and their patients often compounded the over-
all embarrassment. The patients’ embarrassment fre-
quently spread to the doctors, even though such a
sense of embarrassment violated the expectation of
doctors to maintain a high level of professionalism. As
noted by some of the sampled doctors, a sense of em-
barrassment affected their consultation and history-
taking practices by leading them to avoid asking sensi-
tive questions, which could have hindered them from
diagnosing appropriately and thus affected the treat-
ment outcome.

Looking ahead: The possibility of primary care doctors to
serve as gatekeepers in OAB care in Hong Kong
Differences in the explanatory models between doctors
and patients about a disease can negatively influence
doctor-patient relationship [40], and thus the treatment
provision experiences of doctors. This study also shows
substantial differences between the sampled doctors and
their patients regarding treatment expectations and
communication style (see Table 1), making the provision
of long-term care to patients with OAB difficult at the
primary care level. Lacking knowledge about OAB care
and feeling embarrassed with patients also affected the
confidence of the sampled doctors and their experiences
in treating their patients. To overcome these problems,

it is suggested that, through narrative and role modelling
techniques [25], greater emphasis be placed on teaching
medical students about the importance of humility [24].
Doing so may improve both the treatment and treatment
provision experiences of patients and doctors. However,
developing an awareness of humility and willingness to
admit limitations in treating OAB may be challenging
for doctors in Chinese cultures, in which doctors have
become accustomed to high social status and deference,
and thus a sense of arrogance among doctors may be in-
evitable. This also requires changing the stereotypes and
expectations of doctors among the general public, which
may prove difficult. Therefore, to enable primary care
doctors to serve as gatekeepers in OAB care as suggested
by the American Urological Association, it is crucial to en-
hance their knowledge about OAB through continuing
medical education so that they are empowered in long-
term care provision for patients with OAB and can
preserve their professional dignity without breaking the
taboo of admitting their limitations. Introducing em-
pathetic communication skills and addressing the spe-
cific psychological needs of patients with OAB in
undergraduate, postgraduate, and continuing medical
education may yield improved experiences for both pa-
tients and doctors. These skills are particularly critical
for primary care doctors because they are the first contact
point for patients, and should aim to provide continual
and comprehensive care to patients.

Limitations
This article summarises the experiences of the sampled
doctors in treating patients with OAB in Hong Kong,
thus the findings are specific to Hong Kong. Although
performing a cross-comparison with primary care pro-
viders who have treated patients with OAB in other cul-
tures is difficult because of the paucity of foreign
literature on this topic, the current findings still provide
an initial understanding that may be generalised to other
cultures. The findings of this article were based on a
sample of 30 primary care doctors working in the private
sector in Hong Kong. Primary care doctors working in
the public sector were excluded. Further research using
larger samples with more therapeutic settings may provide
a more holistic understanding of primary care doctor ex-
periences in treating patients with OAB. Furthermore, this
study was conducted by a single researcher. All the re-
search procedures, including study conception and design,
data collection, data analysis, and the writing of this art-
icle, were conducted by the researcher. Although data
collection conducted by a single researcher ensured
interview quality and consistency, it rendered the cross-
checking of the entire study with other researchers im-
possible. To overcome the limitations raised by the
participation of a single researcher, recoding of the
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transcripts was performed 1 month after the initial cod-
ing, which enabled the crosschecking of the analysed
data, and to ensure that the codings and categories were
free of ambiguity and overlap.

Conclusion
This study investigated the treatment provision experi-
ences of private practice primary care doctors treating
patients with OAB. Lacking confidence in treating pa-
tients with OAB, experiencing mismatch with patients in
both treatment expectations and communication style,
and feeling embarrassed when communicating with
OAB patients were the most common experiences en-
countered by the sampled doctors. The treatment
provision experiences revealed a general lack of know-
ledge of OAB among the primary care doctors, thus af-
fecting the extent of support that they could provide
their patients with OAB. Furthermore, the negative
stereotype of and lack of trust in private practice doc-
tors created tension between the doctors and patients.
This lack of mutual trust was particularly unfavourable
for the doctors to provide long-term treatment and sup-
port to patients with OAB, whose bladder conditions
are chronic and require long-term follow-up. The em-
bedded distrust of private practice doctors also affected
the prescribing behaviour of the doctors, who pre-
scribed medication only to satisfy patient demands,
which may lead to antibiotic abuse and resistance. Fi-
nally, the expectations of doctor professionalism and be-
haviour in Chinese cultures and the cultural perceptions
of urinary diseases caused challenging treatment
provision experiences for the sampled doctors. Without
overcoming these challenges, primary care doctors in
Hong Kong face difficulty in serving as gatekeepers of

OAB care in the manner recommended by the American
Urological Association.

Competing interests
The author has no competing interests to declare.

Acknowledgements
This study was funded by the Start-up Grant of Hong Kong Baptist University.
The author thanks the sampled doctors for their generous participation,
which made this project possible.

Received: 29 April 2015 Accepted: 28 October 2015

References
1. Milsom I, Abrams P, Cardozo L, Roberts RG, Thüroff J, Wein AJ. How

widespread are the symptoms of an overactive bladder and how are they
managed? A population-based prevalence study. BJU Int. 2001;87(9):760–6.

2. Herschorn S, Gajewski J, Schulz J, Corcos J. A population-based study of
urinary symptoms and incontinence: the Canadian Urinary Bladder Survey.
BJU Int. 2008;101(1):52–8.

3. Oriental Daily. 2009膀胱過度活躍影響社交 [Overactive bladder influences
social life]. [http://orientaldaily.on.cc/cnt/news/20091130/00176_061.html]
Accessed on 4 July 2014.

4. Haylen BT, de Ridder D, Freeman RM, Swift SE, Berghmans B, Lee J, et al. An
International Urogynecological Association (IUGA)/International Continence
Society (ICS) joint report on the terminology for female pelvic floor
dysfunction. Neurourol Urodyn. 2010;29(1):4–20. doi:10.1002/nau.20798.

5. Allahdin S, Oo N. An overview of treatment of overactive bladder syndrome
in women. J Obstet Gynaecol. 2012;32(3):217–21. doi:10.3109/
01443615.2011.649317.

6. Suija K, Kordemets T, Annuk K, Kalda R. The role of general practitioners in
cancer care: a mixed method design. J Cancer Educ. 2015.

7. Rosenberg MT, Witt ES, Barkin J, Miner M. A practical primary care approach
to overactive bladder. Can J Urol. 2014;31 Suppl 2:2–11.

8. Siu JYM. The illness experiences of women with overactive bladder in Hong
Kong. Qual Health Res. 2014;24(6):801–10. doi:10.1177/1049732314530811.

9. Siu JYM. “Seeing a doctor is just like having a date”: a qualitative study on
doctor shopping among overactive bladder patients in Hong Kong. BMC
Fam Pract. 2014;15:27. doi:10.1186/1471-2296-15-27.

10. MacDiarmid S, Rosenberg M. Overactive bladder in women: symptom
impact and treatment expectations. Curr Med Res Opin. 2005;21(9):1413–21.

11. Smith AL, Nissim HA, Le TX, Khan A, Maliski SL, Litwin MS, et al.
Misconceptions and miscommunication among aging women with

Table 1 Conflicting explanatory models between the sampled doctors and their patients with OAB

Sampled doctors Patients (as perceived by the sampled doctors)

Perception on the patients’
bladder complaints

1. Chronic condition 1. Infection due to rare bacteria

Expectations of treatment 1. Consultation and physical examination alone
are considered as treatment

2. Prescribing medication is not necessary

1. Being prescribed with medication is a norm; merely
consultation and physical examination are not enough
to accomplish a treatment

2. Expect antibiotics in some cases

Expected outcome 1. Limitations to confirm OAB in primary care setting
2. Full recovery as impossible since OAB is a
chronic condition

1. Expect definite diagnosis from doctors
2. Expect quick recovery
3. Not aware of the treatment limitations

When failing to experience
improvement

1. Patience is required to see the improvement
because of the limitations of current treatment

2. Suggest referral

1. Blamed doctors as incapable, deceptive money-making,
prolonging treatment with bad intention to extract
more money

2. Refuse referral

Communication style 1. Adopted casual communication style to ease
patients’ embarrassment

1. Doctors were expected to show sincerity and empathy;
casual communication style was perceived as unacceptable

History taking 1. Norm to ask for every possibility 1. Felt offensive when asked about their sexual life and
substance abuse habit

Siu BMC Family Practice  ������ ������ Page 10 of 11



overactive bladder symptoms. Urology. 2011;77(1):55–9.
doi:10.1016/j.urology.2010.07.460.

12. Johnston BJ. The role of patient experience and its influence on adherence
to antidepressant treatment. J Psychosoc Nurs Ment Health Serv.
2013;51(12):29–37. doi:10.3928/02793695-20130930-04.

13. Bodenheimer T, Sinsky C. From triple to quadruple aim: care of the patient
requires care of the provider. Ann Fam Med. 2014;12(6):573–6.
doi:10.1370/afm.1713.

14. Food and Health Bureau, Hong Kong Special Administrative Region
Government. 2010. “Appendix C: Hong Kong’s current private healthcare
sector” in My health my choice: Healthcare reform second stage
consultation document. [http://www.myhealthmychoice.gov.hk/pdf/
appendixC_eng.pdf] Accessed on 22 April 2015.

15. The Medical Council of Hong Kong. 2015. List of registered doctors. [http://
www.mchk.org.hk/doctor/index.htm] Accessed on 3 September 2013.

16. Guest G, Bunce A, Johnson L. How many interviews are enough?
An experiment with data saturation and variability. Field Methods.
2006;18(1):59–82.

17. Francisa JJ, Johnstonb M, Robertsona C, Glidewella L, Entwistlec V,
Ecclesd MP, et al. What is an adequate sample size? Operationalising
data saturation for theory-based interview studies. Psychol Health.
2010;25(10):1229–45.

18. Bernard HR. Research Methods in Anthropology: Qualitative and
Quantitative Approaches. Walnut Creek, CA: AltaMira Press; 2002.

19. Green J, Thorogood N. Qualitative Methods for Health Research. Thousand
Oaks: SAGE Publications; 2004.

20. Liamputtong P, Ezzy D. Qualitative Research Methods. Melbourne, VIC:
Oxford University Press; 2005.

21. Wang JH, Adams IF, Pasick RJ, Gomez SL, Allen L, Ma GX, et al.
Perceptions, expectations, and attitudes about communication with
physicians among Chinese American and non-Hispanic white women
with early stage breast cancer. Support Care Cancer. 2013;21(12):3315–25.
doi:10.1007/s00520-013-1902-8.

22. Hsu WC, Yoon HH. Building cultural competency for improved diabetes
care: Asian Americans and diabetes. J Fam Pract. 2007;56(9 Suppl
Building):S15–21.

23. Wang JH, Liang W, Schwartz MD, Lee MM, Kreling B, Mandelblatt JS.
Development and evaluation of a culturally tailored educational video:
changing breast cancer-related behaviors in Chinese women. Health Educ
Behav. 2008;35(6):806–20.

24. Berger AS. Arrogance among physicians. Acad Med. 2002;77(2):145–7.
25. Coulehan J. “A gentle and humane temper”: humility in medicine. Perspect

Biol Med. 2011;54(2):206–16. doi:10.1353/pbm.2011.0017.
26. Starfield B. Primary Care: Balancing Health Needs, Services and Technology.

New York: Oxford University Press; 1998.
27. Mercer SW, Siu JY, Hillier SM, Lam CL, Lo YY, Lam TP, et al. A qualitative

study of the views of patients with long-term conditions on family doctors
in Hong Kong. BMC Fam Pract. 2010;11:46. doi:10.1186/1471-2296-11-46.

28. von Ferber L, Köster I, Prüss U. Patient variables associated with
expectations for prescriptions and general practitioners’ prescribing
behaviour: an observational study. Pharmacoepidemiol Drug Saf.
2002;11(4):291–9.

29. Lam CL, Catarivas MG, Lauder IJ. A pill for every ill? Fam Pract.
1995;12(2):171–5.

30. Coenen S, Francis N, Kelly M, Hood K, Nuttall J, Little P, et al. Are
patient views about antibiotics related to clinician perceptions,
management and outcome? A multi-country study in outpatients with
acute cough. PLosOne. 2013;8(10), e76691.
doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0076691.

31. Broniatowski DA, Klein EY, Reyna VF. Germs are germs, and why not take a
risk? Patients’ expectations for prescribing antibiotics in an inner-city
emergency department. Med Decis Mak. 2015;35(1):60–7.
doi:10.1177/0272989X14553472.

32. Butler CC, Rollnick S, Pill R, Maggs-Rapport F, Stott N. Understanding the
culture of prescribing: qualitative study of general practitioners’ and
patients’ perceptions of antibiotics for sore throats. BMJ.
1998;317(7159):637–42.

33. Ong S, Nakase J, Moran GJ, Karras DJ, Kuehnert MJ, Talan DA. Antibiotic use
for emergency department patients with upper respiratory infections:
prescribing practices, patient expectations, and patient satisfaction. Ann
Emerg Med. 2007;50(3):213–20.

34. Shapiro E. Injudicious antibiotic use: an unforeseen consequence of the
emphasis on patient satisfaction? Clin Ther. 2002;24(1):197–204.

35. Wellbery C, Chan M. White coat, patient gown. Med Humanit.
2014;40(2):90–6. doi:10.1136/medhum-2013-010463.

36. Sontag S. Illness as Metaphor and AIDS and Its Metaphors. Picador:
New York, USA; 2001.

37. White C. Iatrogenic stigma in outpatient treatment for Hansen’s disease
(leprosy) in Brazil. Health Educ Res. 2008;23(1):25–39. doi:10.1093/her/cyl158.

38. Mahendradhata Y, Ahmad RA, Lefèvre P, Boelaert M, Van der Stuyft P.
Barriers for introducing HIV testing among tuberculosis patients in
Jogjakarta, Indonesia: a qualitative study. BMC Public Health. 2008;8:385.
doi:10.1186/1471-2458-8-385.

39. Klitzman RL, Greenberg JD. Patterns of communication between gay and
lesbian patients and their health care providers. J Homosex. 2002;42(4):65–75.

40. Kleinman A. The Illness Narratives: Suffering, Healing, and the Human
Condition. USA: Basic Books; 1988.

Submit your next manuscript to BioMed Central
and take full advantage of: 

• Convenient online submission

• Thorough peer review

• No space constraints or color figure charges

• Immediate publication on acceptance

• Inclusion in PubMed, CAS, Scopus and Google Scholar

• Research which is freely available for redistribution

Submit your manuscript at 
www.biomedcentral.com/submit

Siu BMC Family Practice  ������ ������ Page 11 of 11


	Abstract
	Background
	Methods
	Results
	Conclusion

	Background
	Methods
	Data collection
	Data analysis
	Ethical considerations

	Results
	Participants
	Treatment provision experiences of the sampled primary care doctors treating patients with overactive bladder
	Insufficient confidence in treating patients with OAB
	Mismatch in treatment expectations
	Mismatch in communication style
	Embarrassment


	Discussion
	Looking ahead: The possibility of primary care doctors to serve as gatekeepers in OAB care in Hong Kong
	Limitations

	Conclusion
	Competing interests
	Acknowledgements
	References

