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of the Faculty of Social and Behavioural Sciences, Leiden University, Leiden, The
Netherlands

Abstract

Background: Health care contributes substantially to climate change. GPs want to implement
sustainable health care but are hesitant, worried that this may jeopardise their doctor—patient
relationship. However, whether this concern is valid should be urgently assessed.

Aim: To explore patients’ perspectives on sustainable health care in general practice.

Design & setting: In 2022 and 2023, we performed an online study with Dutch adults using
experimental vignettes and a questionnaire.

Method: The vignettes described GP appointments for three health complaints with randomly
allocated treatment advice, varying in sustainability and explanation, but with comparable health
outcomes. The questionnaire assessed participants’ perspectives on sustainable health care in
general practice. We analysed the vignettes using mixed-design analysis of variance (ANOVA) and the
questionnaire using descriptive statistics and correlations.

Results: In total, 801 participants completed the vignettes, and 397 the questionnaire. We found no
difference on satisfaction with a doctor’s visit (P values >0.24) when comparing a sustainable and a
less-sustainable treatment option. The effect of explicitly mentioning sustainability differed per health
complaint (dyspnoea: no difference; knee pain: mean difference [MD] = 0.31, P = 0.002; erythema:
MD = -0.23, P = 0.003). In the questionnaire, participants reported positive expectations, and trust in
the GP and treatment when delivering sustainable health care, but were more neutral about the GP’s
role.

Conclusion: We found no indication that sustainable treatment advice leads to lower satisfaction
with GP care. The effect of explicitly mentioning sustainability was minimal and differed per health
complaint. When directly asked, participants were mainly positive about sustainable health care.
These results could encourage GPs to introduce sustainable treatment advice, without worrying about
negatively influencing patient satisfaction.

How this fits in

GPs and other healthcare professionals increasingly want to implement sustainable health care, but are
hesitant to do so, fearing that it will jeopardise their doctor—patient relationship. However, no studies
have been conducted to assess how patients actually respond to sustainable health care in general
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practice. In this study among GP patients, we found the following: no indication that sustainable
treatment advice, in scenarios with comparable health outcomes, leads to lower satisfaction with a
doctor’s visit; that the effect of explicitly mentioning sustainability on satisfaction with a doctor’s visit
had a minimal effect that differed per health complaint; and that participants were mainly positive
about sustainable health care when reflecting on this topic in a questionnaire. These findings may
encourage GPs to introduce sustainable treatment options in their consultations, without worrying
about negatively influencing patient satisfaction.

Introduction

Human activities place the planet’s ecosystems under severe pressure, resulting in climate change
and other ecological crises.” These crises affect our living environment and thereby increase human
morbidity and mortality;? the World Health Organization even considers climate change ‘the single
biggest health threat facing humanity’? Paradoxically, health care contributes substantially to
these ecological crises through, for example, pollution and CO, emissions.*? Therefore, healthcare
professionals, including GPs worldwide,”"" urgently call for a transition to ecologically sustainable
health care; and it is also being incorporated into medical codes of conduct.” "

Fortunately, there is a growing body of knowledge on how to mitigate the environmental footprint
of health care. This includes, for example, knowledge on how to reduce surgery's environmental
harm,’ the carbon footprint of modes of delivery,” or the environmental benefit of using dry powder
inhalers compared with metered dose inhalers.” The latter is even already included in GP guidelines
from the Dutch College of General Practitioners.””

However, guidelines are frequently insufficient to change healthcare professional behaviour;
knowledge does not automatically translate into motivation to change,’??’ let alone actual behaviour
change, as these are dependent on other determinants as well.?” Healthcare professionals’ negative
expectations about patients’ responses has been identified as a key barrier to providing sustainable
health care ,*** as well as corresponding concerns about jeopardising their doctor-patient
relationship. However, exploration of patients’ responses towards sustainable health care has been
limited and, to our knowledge, has not yet occurred in the context of general practice,”*? so it
is unclear whether or not these concerns are warranted. Therefore, we aimed to study patients’
responses to sustainable health care in general practice and the potential influence on satisfaction
with care.

Method

We conducted an online study including experimental vignettes and a questionnaire. The study was
approved by the Departmental Ethical Review Board of Leiden University Medical Center (#22-3046)
and preregistered on AsPredicted (https://aspredicted.org/2dféw.pdf) Data and syntaxes are available
on the Open Science Framework (https://osf.io/pvd4u/).

Study design

The study consisted of two parts, starting with experimental vignettes with random allocation, without
disclosure of the topic of sustainable health care; and, after disclosure, a questionnaire, similar for all
participants.

We chose short written experimental vignettes because real-life observations were not feasible
(owing to limited sustainable GP treatment options), to ensure accessibility for most participants
(vignettes are in B1 level Dutch; an independent user level of proficiency),? and for their ability to
control variables® and avoid potential bias as present in questionnaires (for example, social desirability
bias).?"%

We collected data in two independent waves; wave one in October 2022 and wave two in March
2023. We report data for the experimental vignette study of both waves and the questionnaire data of
wave two. The questionnaire data from wave one were excluded owing to a coding error, where the
5-point Likert scale was visually reversed (descending instead of ascending order).

See Supplementary Figure S1 for a study flow diagram.
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Participants

We included a representative sample of Dutch adults, based on age, gender, geographical distribution,
and educational level. As all Dutch citizens are patients at a GP surgery, the participants in this sample
are all GP patients; although not attending an appointment at the time of the survey. Recruitment
and administration was performed by a research agency (Flycatcher Internet Research). We chose
Flycatcher because of its experience and the possibility of easily obtaining a representative sample.
Further details on Flycatcher are available in the Supplementary Data. We obtained digital informed
consent before participation.

Materials

Baseline demographics
Baseline demographics included age, gender, education level, type of living area, having (grand)
children, trust in the GP, number of GP visits, and self-rated health status.

Experimental vignettes
The vignettes were developed in collaboration with experts on sustainable health care, GPs, and GP
trainees. We did not inform participants about the study’s purpose and the random allocation, before
they saw the vignettes. The experimental vignettes presented each participant with three scenarios
about a GP visit. Each scenario described a different health complaint (that is, ‘Health complaint’):
dyspnoea, knee pain, and erythema. These health complaints have at least two treatment options
that have comparable health outcomes, but, with current knowledge, differ in their environmental
impact.’”#** Participants were randomly assigned to one of four predefined possible doctor’s advice
(that is, ‘“Type of advice’) that were then applied to all three scenarios. This advice varied in whether
it was more sustainable or less sustainable, and whether sustainability was named as an argument:

— the less-sustainable advice: only the less-sustainable treatment option was offered,;

- the sustainable advice: only the more-sustainable treatment option was offered;

— the sustainable with alternative advice: the more-sustainable treatment option was offered,

while making explicit that there is another option;

Table 1 Example of all type of advice options from the dyspnoea vignette

Less-sustainable advice

You visit your GP because you sometimes feel short of breath. After taking your medical history and performing a physical examination, the GP
diagnoses you with a lung disease such as asthma or COPD. The doctor wants to start you on medication.
They recommend a metered dose inhaler or puffer to help you feel less short of breath.

Sustainable advice

You visit your GP because you sometimes feel short of breath. After taking your medical history and performing a physical examination, the GP
diagnoses you with a lung disease such as asthma or COPD. The doctor wants to start you on medication.
They recommend a dry powder inhaler to help you feel less short of breath.

Sustainable with alternative advice

You visit your GP because you sometimes feel short of breath. After taking your medical history and performing a physical examination, the GP
diagnoses you with a lung disease such as asthma or COPD. The doctor wants to start you on medication.

There are different types of medication available:

1. ametered dose inhaler or puffer or

2. adry powder inhaler

They recommend a dry powder inhaler to help you feel less short of breath.

Sustainable made explicit advice

You visit your GP because you sometimes feel short of breath. After taking your medical history and performing a physical examination, the GP
diagnoses you with a lung disease such as asthma or COPD. The doctor wants to start you on medication.

There are different types of medication available:

1. a metered dose inhaler or puffer or

2. adry powder inhaler

They recommend a dry powder inhaler to help you feel less short of breath. The GP tells you that this type of medication is better for the environment

than the metered dose inhaler.

COPD = chronic obstructive pulmonary disease
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— the sustainable made explicit advice: the more-sustainable treatment option was offered, while
making explicit that there is another option, with sustainability as an explicit argument for
suggesting this advice.

See Table 1 for examples.

This resulted in a 3x4 design: the three different health complaints assessed differences within
subjects; the four types of advice assessed differences between subjects.

After each vignette we asked participants to rate their ‘Satisfaction with the doctor’s visit’ averaged
from four items assessing the acceptability of the treatment, trust in the GP, confidence in the
treatment, and the feeling that their health is a priority to the GP (ascending 5-point Likert scale).

After completing the vignettes, we asked participants to indicate whether they had experienced
similar health complaints and treatment advice.

Sustainable Healthcare Questionnaire in General Practice (SHQ_GP)

We developed the Sustainable Healthcare Questionnaire in General Practice (SHQ_GP) to assess
patients’ general perspective on sustainable health care within the context of general practice. The
questionnaire included 15 items, assessing seven constructs based on broader literature on patient
satisfaction and healthcare professional behaviour (ascending 5-point Likert scale).

Overall opinion on climate change
We administered five items of the ‘single items scale’ of van Valkengoed et al to assess the overall
opinion on climate change (ascending 5-point Likert scale).®

The experimental vignettes and SHQ-GP (Dutch and English), and development rationale are
available in the Supplementary Data.

Statistical analysis
We used IBM SPSS Statistics (version 29) for statistical analyses. We present the demographic variables
using frequencies, percentages, medians, and ranges.

Vignettes

We conducted y? and Kruskall-Wallis tests to check for successful randomisation. We assessed the
effect of ‘Type of advice’ (between subjects) and 'Health complaint’ (within subjects) on ‘Satisfaction
with the doctor’s visit’ using mixed-design ANOVA, presenting the Huynh-Feldt estimates. We used
Spearman’s rho to explore the relationship between demographics, experience with the diseases,
overall opinion on climate change, and ‘Satisfaction with the doctor’s visit’ for each "Health complaint'.

Questionnaire
We analysed the SHQ_GP using percentages, medians, interquartile ranges (IQR); and Cronbach’s
alpha per construct. We used Spearman’s rho to explore the relationship between demographics,
overall opinions on climate change, and the constructs.

Adjustments to our preregistration and rationale for methodological choices are available in the
Supplementary Data.

Results

We sent the survey to 1330 participants, of whom 801 (wave one and two) completed the experimental
vignettes and 397 (wave two) completed the SHQ_GP.

Demographics
Participants’ average age was 53 years and gender was equally distributed (50.7%, n = 406 males).
Participants indicated a mean of two GP visits per year. Demographics are available in Table 2.
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Experimental vignettes

Randomisation check

Participants were equally distributed across the types of advice (n = 198 to n = 204). We found no
statistically significant differences between the four groups (Type of advice) on demographics, control
variables, and overall opinion on climate change, except on ‘Number of GP visits per year’ (P = 0.04).
Conforming to the preregistered research plan (AsPredicted, https://aspredicted.org/2dféw.pdf ), we
included this variable as covariate in the main analysis, but report the analyses without this covariate
as it was not statistically significant.

Main analysis

The mixed-design ANOVA on ‘Satisfaction with the doctor’s visit’ did not yield a statistically significant
main effect of ‘Type of advice’ (P = 0.41). The within subjects’ effect of ‘Health complaint’ was
statistically significant (F[1.91, 1521.52] = 326.98, P<0.001, partial n? = 0.29), with the highest scores
for erythema (M = 3.87, standard deviation [SD] = 0.77), then for dyspnoea (M = 3.78, SD = 0.87),
and the lowest score for knee pain (M = 3.12, SD = 0.99). The ‘Type of advice’ x ‘Health complaint’
interaction was also statistically significant (F [5.73, 1521.52] = 8.89, P<0.001, partial n? = 0.03).
Pairwise comparisons were conducted to decompose the interaction.

These exploratory pairwise comparisons within each of the ‘Health complaints’ revealed that
within dyspnoea, the sustainable with alternative advice (M = 3.90, standard deviation [SD] = 0.85)
received statistically significant higher scores on satisfaction than the less-sustainable advice (M =
3.70, SD = 0.88; mean difference [MD] = 0.20, p = 0.02), as well as sustainable made explicit advice
(M = 3.70, SD = 0.99; MD = 0.20, p = 0.02). All other P values were >0.24. Within knee pain, the
sustainable with alternative advice (M = 3.25, SD = 0.98) scored statistically significant higher on
satisfaction as compared with both the less-sustainable advice (M = 3.04, SD = 1.01; MD = 0.21, p

Satisfaction with doctors' visit
Five-point Likert scales; 1: strongly disagree; to 5: strongly agree

5.00

400 |

300

200

100~

Dyspnoea Knee Pain Enthema

Type of Advice

E Less-Sustainable Advice
H Sustainahle Advice

.Sustainable with Alternative
Advice

- Sustainahle made Explicit
O
Advice

Health complaint

Error bars: 95% ClI

Figure 1’

Satisfaction with the doctor’s visit' (ascending 5-point Likert scale) per ‘health complaint’, with separate bars per ‘type of advice’
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= 0.03) as well as the sustainable advice (M = 2.95, SD = 0.96; MD = 0.30, p = 0.002). Furthermore
also the sustainable made explicit advice (M = 3.26, SD = 0.98) scored statistically significant higher
on satisfaction as compared with both the less-sustainable advice (M = 3.04, SD = 1.01; MD = 0.02,
p = 0.02) as well as the sustainable advice (M = 2.95, SD = 0.96; MD = 0.31, p = 0.002). All other P-
values were>0.37. Lastly, within erythema, the sustainable made explicit advice (M = 3.74, SD = 0.89)
scored statistically significant lower than both the less-sustainable advice (M = 3.92, SD = 0.76; MD
=-0.18, p = 0.02) and the sustainable advice (M = 3.97, SD = 0.64; MD = -0.23, p = 0.003). All other
P-values were>0.09. All pairwise comparisons are available in Supplementary Table S1 and Figure 1
gives a visual representation with mean scores on ‘Satisfaction with a doctor’s visit’ across the ‘Health
complaints’ and ‘Types of advice'.

Correlations between demographics, overall opinion on climate change, and health complaints,
are shown in Supplementary Table S2. There are no statistically significant correlations with prior
experience with a disease and satisfaction with the doctor’s visit in the corresponding vignette.

Sustainable Healthcare Questionnaire in General Practice (SHQ_GP)
The SHQ-GP shows that participants are generally neutral to positive about sustainable health care,
with low percentages expressing negative opinions to the statements (strongly disagree, or strongly
agree in negatively stated items <6.0%). Overall, participants reported positive expectations, trust in
the GP and treatment when delivering sustainable health care, but are more neutral about the role or
task of the GP in sustainable health care. A complete overview can be found in Figure 2, showing the
percentages per given answer, with the median and IQR per item, and Cronbach’s alpha per construct.
Correlations between demographics and SHQ_GP constructs in Table 3 show that age correlated
positively with the perceived role of the GP in sustainable health care. For gender, there is a small
correlation indicating that women or non-binary or genderqueer people have a more positive stance
regarding importance and effectiveness of sustainable health care. Finally, an increase in education
level is associated with a more positive stance regarding fairness and effectiveness. These correlations
showed no consistency over the constructs. There is no statistically significant correlation between
demographic variables and trust, expectations, or satisfaction with treatment. See Supplementary
Table S3 for the complete correlation table.

Discussion

Summary

In this study we explored patients' perspectives on sustainable health care in general practice and
the potential influence of giving sustainable treatment advice on satisfaction with the doctor’s visit,
in scenarios with comparable health outcomes. We found no differences in satisfaction when a more-
sustainable treatment option is advised compared with a less-sustainable treatment option. The
effect of explicitly naming sustainability as an argument for choosing a treatment option, compared
with advising the sustainable option without such an explanation, was small and varied per health
complaint. Lastly, most participants responded relatively positively when asked about sustainable
health care in general practice.

Strengths and limitations

We conducted this study combining expertise from general practice, sustainable health care, and
behavioural science. This allowed us to combine the reality of everyday medical practice, ambitions
regarding sustainable health care, and aligning these with behavioural science knowledge and
methodology (for example, experimental vignettes). In addition, the large and representative sample
strengthens our confidence regarding the robustness of our findings. Lastly, the use of experimental
vignettes and no disclosure about the topic (that is, sustainable health care) provides the currently
closest approximation to the actual situation.

We also recognise there are limitations to our study. First, our findings rely on participants’
hypothetical perspectives as obtaining real-life behavioural responses was not feasible. This may
have reduced the realism of our study, and, consequently, its external validity.*> However, our primary
interest was in the relative differences between types of advice, rather than their absolute value.
Second, patients were not involved in the vignette design, which may have led to less alignment with

Visser EH et al. BJGP Open 2025; DOI: 10.3399/BJGP0.2025.0041 7 of 13


https://doi.org/10.3399/BJGPO.2025.0041

Research

swiayl pa1e1s Ajaaiebap|, 1on11suod Jad paisisn|d swell 4O OHS ||e Jo $8102s Jo uonnguisiqg g a4nbig

e/u

8SL°

vLL

9¢¥’

QL

899"

o~
©
~

0
5, joequony

0'v-0'¢

ov-0'¢
0v-0'¢
0'v-0'€

0'v-0'¢
o'v-0'¢

0v-0'¢
0'17-0'C

0'v-0'¢
0'€-0'¢

ov-0'¢
0'€-0'C

0'v7-0'C
0't-0'¢

07-0'¢ 0 I AT

3

2a.8e Ajuons

2a.8e Ajuons

0'v AT
0€ %8 GG
0'€ Do L

AENNCEE

0"y S

0'¢

oy
0¢

0'€
0'€

TEIPON

%g ¢ I
[ %8'2T B A
%0y IS
%S'S IIGTET

2218y W

2318y W

2aJ8esIp Jou

98.5e JoLIEN aa.3esiq [ @a.8esip AjSuonis [l swiayl pajeys Ajaanesan 4

9a.8es|p Jou

sa.8e JaU3eN 2348esiq [ @a.8esip AjSuouis [l Sway pajels AjPAiIsod

sasuodsal Jo uopnqlasia ‘pa1ysI3es aq P|NOM | ‘JUNOJDE OIUI JUSWIUOIIAUS B} PUE
%¢'9C %8l %:0°'C aJnjeu saye) pue Juawieal) e sasodoud 4o ayy 4|

3Je3U}|ESY S|qBUIEISNS U1IM UOOBJSIIES

%CTE Eek s T JUNOJ2E OJUI JUSWUOUIAUS 3} PUB 3JN}eu Sa) e} 0s|e dO Aw JI Jusawleal) aA13034)8 ue 198 0} 10adxa |
A A %9°0T | “*JUSWIUOIIAUS 3Y] pue ainjeu saxe) os|e 49 Aw JI pajoedwi Ajaainedau aq |Im yyeay Aw 1eyl 10adxa |,
%CTE INETN <Y "JUNOJJE 03Ul JUSWIUOIIAUS 3y} pue ainjeu axe) 0} 4o Aw 10adxa |

SJEJY3|esy 9|qeuleIsSns 03 UOIIe[aJ Ul SUOI1e199dXa sW0IIN0 Y3edy s Jusiled

%L 6T Eolbes T JUNODJJE O]U| USYE) OS|B 948 JUSWUOIIAUS Y} PUB JNJEBU JI JUSWIEJ] B Ul Ylle) SAeY |
%S 0€ GEl 8T JUNOJJE 01Ul JUSWIUOJIAUS 3Y] pue aJnjeu saxel ays/ay Ji ‘4o Aw 1sniy |

SJE3U3|eay o|qeule)Isns 03 UOIIe|a] Ul JUsLuesa]] JO [eUolssa)old a1eoyleay oy Ul 3shi|

%C'0€ %L ET I :09 'dD e Jo qol a8y} o Jed S| JUSWUOIIAUS Y} pue ainjeu Jo djelapisuod Suleg
%S'6¢ NG ECN s v *JUNOJJE OJUl JUSWUOIIAUD 3y} PUB dJN}eu e} 01 )Se1S,dD 3y S
31E343}|eay o|qeulelsns Ul 9|01 ,S[BuoISsaj0id

%2'9C VTS T "3y} PUB 3IN3eU Say e} 0S|e d9 AW JI JUSWUOIIAUS 3y} UO 1oedw] aAI)ISOd SABY |[IM ) }ey) dA31|a( |
*JUNOJJE 0}U] JUSWUOIIAUS Y} PUE 3INJBU 3] S,dD JI JUSWUOIIAUS 3y} d|ay 1,Up|NOM 3 JUIY} |4
SIedU3[eay S[(EUIEISNS JO SSOUSAIDSYS PaAadiad

%082 EATIIE %3 T "JUSWUOJIIAUS Y3} PUE BIN3EU SE ||aM Se y}jeay Aw 0} uoijuaiie shed 4o ay3 Ji Jiey 3 puly pjnom |
%C'0€ "JUSWUOJIAUS Y} pUE ainjeu pue yjjeay Aw Yyjog Junodde ojul a3l do B USYM JIBjun }I pulj |4

SJESU[Eay S|qBUIBISNS JO SsaUlle) paAladliad

%907 IVGTIOCINE 7:0'S
PR via %8 T

"JUSLUUOJIAUS Y} puUB BJnjeu uo oedwl 3[331| SBY 3 MOUY| | JI JUSWESI] B 9S00YD JaY1el P|NOM |
"JUSWIUOJIAUS Y} PUB 3JNJeU JOJ 191194 S| JUaW]Eeal] B JaYI9YM Sl 0} J911eW JOU S0P 1,

%6'CC  [EI0TM %0 € JUNOJ2JE O}Ul JUSLIUOJIAUD 3] PUE a1Njeu saye} do Aw jeyl juepioduwil si 3 Uiy} |

SJedUj3|eay S[qeuresns Jo sduepoduw]

(YOI pue uBIPaIA ‘%) 92110814 [BISUDD Ul DIIBUUOIISINY 2JBIY1|ESH J|(RUIRISNS 3 JO SWa)| ||V JO uonnguisig

80f 13

10.3399/BJGPO.2025.0041

DOI:

1

Visser EH et al. BJGP Open 2025


https://doi.org/10.3399/BJGPO.2025.0041

Research

92l1oeld

[eJaUSD) Ul B1lEUUOISANT) BIEDY}BSH B[qRUIeISNS = O DHS '(P2]1el-Z) [A8] G0'0 @Y1 18 1uedIUBIS A|[eonsiiels sl uone|aiio), ‘(Pa|iel-g) [2A8] LO'0 @Y3 18 1uedyiubis A|jediisiies st uoiejaiio)),

juswiiea}
- £79°0 2/89°0 €LV°0 el 290 91790 25650 L£0°0 S¥0°0 €40°0- g uonoesies
- CVL0 eCCL0 «CEL0 0.0 29920 LS00 6000 S60°0 g uonedadxy
- 8750 9190 el £9°0 29¢9°0 9.0°0 LEOO- €00°0- g snip
a|ou |euoissajoid
- .G€G0 GVS°0 VL0 7000 €0°0- e/61°0 g YieeH
SSaUBNIDBYS
- 6120 V120 7610 q8LL°0 600~ g paAsdlad
- 7890 eSG1°0 1900 190°0- g SSaulle) POAISDISd
aied
yijeay ajqeuleisns
- 6900 £EL°0 9900 g J0 @dueoduy|
dD OHS Ul s1onasuo)
sali0Baled 2a1y)
- €500 2£CE0" g ul |ene| uonesnpy
- 2682°0" g 18pusn)
-- °1 sieak ul oby
soiydesbowsq
aled yjeay
uswieal} o|oJ [euoissajoid  ssausAndaYD ssaulle} s|qeuleisns jo [9A9) sieak
Yum uondejsneg  uoineldadxy 1snu| YyiesH panladlad panladlad aouepodw| uoneonpy Japusn ul eby

dD OHS Ul s3ona3suo)

soiydesbowaqg

S19NJ1SUOD O OHS YHM (j9A9] uoneonps ispusb ‘ebe) se|geriea siydesSowsp jo o|ge) uone|ailo) g ajqeL

9of 13

Visser EH et al. BJGP Open 2025; DOI: 10.3399/BJGP0O.2025.0041


https://doi.org/10.3399/BJGPO.2025.0041

Research

participants' perspectives. Future studies should preferably involve all stakeholders, including patients,
in their design. Third, it may be possible that participants in the sustainable made explicit advice group
inferred the study aim based on the design of the vignettes, which could have potentially influenced
the data. Future studies should consider asking if the aim of the study is clear after the vignettes to
assess this. Fourth, despite our attempt to use a representative sample, the sample exhibited a lower
frequency of doctor visits than the median reported in national databases.? This discrepancy may
indicate that our sample is healthier than the average population or may be the result of recall bias.
Still, these findings must be interpreted with caution in patients who visit their GP more frequently.
Lastly, we included non-acute vignettes with similar health outcomes. Future research should replicate
our findings with different patient outcomes and in other care settings.

Comparison with existing literature

Satisfaction with a doctor’s visit is not negatively — nor positively —

influenced by recommending a sustainable treatment option

Regardless of whether participants deliberately reflected on sustainable health care in general practice
(questionnaire) or when comparing patient responses who were randomly assigned to less-sustainable
versus sustainable treatment options with comparable health outcomes in hypothetical GP scenarios,
without making the topic of sustainable health care explicit (experimental vignettes), sustainable
health care did not yield negative responses regarding patients’ satisfaction. The concerns about
undermining trust, as expressed by Resnik and Pugh,?” or the concerns of jeopardising the doctor-
patient relationship,? thus do not seem grounded in patient opinion. In fact, our results can be seen
as fertile ground to further encourage and support the implementation of sustainable health care.

Explicitly naming sustainable health care as an argument to support the
decision to prescribe a sustainable treatment option has small, mixed effects

across the scenarios

When explicitly naming sustainability as an argument compared with not naming it explicitly, patient
satisfaction differed per health complaint; it was marginally higher for knee pain, indifferent in
dyspnoea, and lower in erythema. This difference may stem from patients' varying perspectives on
the complaints and treatment options presented. For example, the knee pain vignette emphasised
symptom relief, while erythema involved causal treatment and dyspnoea concerned potential life-
saving medication. Recognisability could also explain the difference, with knee pain being most
familiar and treatable with over-the-counter medication, dyspnoea more commonly encountered, and
erythema less common. However, exactly why this difference exists across health complaints is yet to
be determined in future studies.

Present findings leave the ethical question of how much we, as GPs, are willing to trade off in
terms of patient satisfaction when this leads to an increase in awareness regarding sustainable health
care, also for the sake of health. Especially since a 2015 study found that primary care physicians are
considered the most trusted source when it comes to health information related to global warming,
making GPs potentially important stakeholders in raising awareness.*

Patients respond neutral to positively to sustainable health care in general

The SHQ_GP showed an overall neutral to positive response from participants towards sustainable
health care in the context of general practice. This seems to be largely independent of presumed
indicators of a higher commitment to ecological crises, such as lower age, female sex, or higher
education level.*” Most participants expected to be satisfied with receiving sustainable health care,
reported positive expectations towards sustainable health care, and trust in both the GP and treatment
when sustainable health care was delivered. Most participants also indicated to perceive sustainable
health care as important. Notably, there is less consensus regarding the role or task of the GP in the
context of sustainable health care; participants appear to exhibit a more neutral stance on this matter.
Despite the majority having a neutral to positive attitude toward sustainable health care, there is also
a non-negligible group of people (outspokenly) negative about the importance and expectations
regarding sustainable health care. This makes it even more important to have situational awareness
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and to match the treatment advice, and in this case in particular the explanation, to the individual
patient.

Implications for research and practice

The patients’ perspective on sustainable health care in general practice tends to be generally positive.
This suggests that we, as GPs, can start changing our behaviour and advise sustainable treatment
options with comparable health outcomes, without worrying about negatively influencing patient
satisfaction. Explicitly discussing sustainability as an argument should be treated with more care.
Future research will have to focus on whether our findings can be extrapolated to other settings or to
treatments with non-comparable health outcomes; or replicate our study with real-world observations.
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