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ICA Annual Bilingual Paper

Chinese Patients’ Trust in Physicians:
Dynamics Between General and Particular Trust

Hongmei LI, Lu TANG

Abstract

This study examines patients’ trust in physicians in China through the
establishment of a theoretical model centered around the dynamic relationship
between general trust and particular trust. The model accounts for how macro-
level factors (such as medical reforms, health consumerism, and the information
environment) and individual-level factors (such as patients’ attributes, their
encounters with physicians, and the nature of illnesses) contribute to patients’
trust in physicians. Data collected through a multi-year research project were
analyzed through the phronetic interactive approach. We found that trust in
physicians is a dynamic process, with general and particular trust mutually
influencing each other, and that both types of trust comprise perceived
competency and perceived ethics. We also found that people in small towns and
big cities trusted physicians differently due to their different socioeconomic
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status and access to medical resources. Furthermore, we identified the strategies
that physicians and patients used to manage the lack of trust, demonstrating that
physicians and patients could still function even when there was insufficient
trust. Our research implies that trust can be regained through effective doctor-
patient communication and well-regulated institutional arrangements.
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