
 

YOUR MONEY-Doctors and patients collide over reviews 

By Mitch Lipka 

 

Aug 15 (Reuters) - Bob Lee was in sitting in a dentist's office, in excruciating pain 

from a gum infection. As he was filling out paperwork required before he could 

receive treatment, he noticed that one form, the "Mutual Agreement to Maintain 

Privacy," appeared to prohibit him from posting any comments online. 

 

The 43-year-old Web developer, who lives in Maryland, joked with office staff about 

whether that would also include positive comments. He then signed the document. 

 

"It occurred to me not to sign it," he said, "and I thought, if I don't sign it, they're not 

going to treat me." 

 

At the time, Lee had no intention of posting any comments online. But after months of 

battling with the dental office over a billing dispute, he finally did. They demanded he 

pull down the comments and began assessing a daily fine. So now he is doing one 

better than complaining via social media: He is suing. 

 

With the backing of the consumer group Public Citizen, he has filed a lawsuit against 

the dentist in U.S. District Court in New York to get such agreements rendered 

invalid. 

 

Regardless of what happens in that case, legal experts say agreements like this are 

virtually unenforceable. The company that created this particular form, Greensboro, 

North Carolina-based Medical Justice, has already stopped issuing it. 

 

However, many medical offices are still using these documents, and some experts 

believe they will continue to do so for a long time. 

 

That could put patients in the uncomfortable position of being threatened by their 

doctor's office, regardless of whether they know the agreement probably would not 

hold water in court. 

 

"They're given this blizzard of paperwork, and they want to have all this paperwork 



done before the doctor calls them. Speed is of the essence," says Eric Goldman, a law 

professor at Santa Clara State University in California. As director of Santa 

Clara's High Tech Law Institute, he advocates against these agreements and helped 

start the website DoctoredReviews.com. 

 

He says it is easy to overlook what the document says, and, even if a patient did read 

it, it is likely to cause confusion. "They were being asked to not review the doctor at 

all. It would be quite easy for people to misunderstand." 

 

The controversy over one particular form from Medical Justice is just the start of how 

this battle over negative comments will play out in the medical realm, and whether 

consumers will retain the right to complain publicly about their experiences. 

 

While restaurants, hotels and other businesses have adapted to the online opinion 

revolution, Medical Justice Chief Executive Officer Jeffrey Segal says the medical 

world still is quite far behind. 

 

For instance, doctors fear they could be violating strict healthcare privacy laws if they 

respond to criticism, says Segal, a former neurosurgeon. 

 

"This has always been a moving target," he says. "And it will probably always be a 

moving target." 

 

In fact, Medical Justice has already moved on. The company stopped supporting its 

original paperwork, but now has a new program for physician reputation management. 

 

Using tablet computers provided by the office, patients can review the practice. The 

staff uploads the unedited comments to various websites after obtaining the patient's 

permission, Segal says. 

 

Dr. Eric Joseph, a New Jersey plastic surgeon, says Medical Justice called his 

attention to a negative post from one of his patients in 2009. He says he was shocked 

to learn that patients were posting comments. 

 

Realizing from the write-up who the patient was, he says he reached out and was able 

to resolve the issue. Now Joseph participates in the Medical Justice's new program. 

"This has resulted in a more accurate online depiction of my patients' experiences in 

my office," Joseph says. "My reputation is of utmost importance to my family and 

me." 

 



"All that information goes to the doctor," Segal contends.  "With the patient's 

permission, it gets uploaded to the Internet without any filter." The comments are sent 

to a variety of review sites in a rotation. 

 

But law professor Goldman still has concerns: Filling the comments out in a doctor's 

office removes the feeling of anonymity, even if the patients do not identify 

themselves. 

 

This could also inhibit unhappy patients from expressing themselves and raises the 

question of whether only good reviews get uploaded, he added. 

 

And for consumers looking for the best service, the quality of the comments matters 

most, says Tom Seery, who runs medical review site RealSelf.com. 

 

"The pressure on all sites that allow for doctor reviews is to deliver quality," Seery 

says. We need to provide content that is helpful to the health consumer's decision 

process." 

 

That means writing something more than a quick one-liner saying you like or hate a 

particular doctor. "From the eyes of consumers," Seery says, "it lacks authenticity."  
 

 
 


