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new generation of primary care 
patients, thoroughly digital and 
used to getting things on their 

own terms, is on the horizon 
and promises to bring with them significant 
changes for practices and clinicians.

Generation Z, generally regarded as those 
born from 1995 to 2012, is the first truly digi-
tal generation, a group that has never known a 
world without the internet and whose phones 
have always been smart. Their digital fluency 
may well change how healthcare is delivered 
and consumed in the coming decades.  

While medicine is becoming more digitized 
in many aspects, it can’t happen quickly 
enough for Gen Z. Though most members 
are probably still seeing pediatricians or their 
parents’ doctor, they will soon be choosing 
their own physicians and they will have defi-
nite preferences. And at roughly 80 million 
strong, the largest generation alive, Gen Z is 
too big to ignore for physicians who plan on 
being in business past the next ten years.

Of course, it’s easy to overgeneralize when 
assigning characteristics to an entire generation, 
but research indicates Gen Z will be different 
than those who came before them, even the 
millennials, which they most closely resemble. 

DIGITAL EVERYTHING
Raised on Uber, Netflix, and Amazon Prime, 
Gen Z will expect healthcare delivery to 

be just as immediate and convenient, says 
Travis Schneider, founder of PatientPop Inc., 
which offers marketing services to indepen-
dent practices.

“These patients really have moved to a 
new reality. They want everything online and 
they’re not going to accept any other way,” 
Schneider says. “It’s not a nice-to-have any-
more; it’s absolutely critical.”

Gen Z patients will want to do everything 
digitally, he says: research physicians, make 
and confirm appointments, provide insurance 
information, receive information and test re-
sults, and ask follow-up questions. And they 
will expect it all to be seamlessly integrated 
and done on their smartphones. 

“The last thing a Gen Z patient wants to do 
is play phone tag with a receptionist,” Schnei-
der says.

Jonah Stillman is 18. He and his father, 
David, form the consulting firm Gen Z Guru 
and are co-authors of the book GenZ@Work. 
Efficiency and ease of interaction will be key 
to attracting Gen Z patients. Jonah says, 
“Efficiency is king in this day and age. Gen 
Z is going to be interested in finding ways to 
make everything more efficient and stream-
lined, including healthcare delivery.”

“We honestly don’t see the difference 
between an online appointment and an in-
person visit. They’re the same,” he says, add-
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ing that “doc in a box” clinics in retailers and 
telehealth services are regarded by Gen Z as 
acceptable ways to access primary healthcare.

Practices should begin now to prepare 
for Gen Z, even if their arrival in significant 
numbers is years down the road, says David 
Gans, MSHA, FACMPE, senior fellow for in-
dustry affairs at Medical Group Management 
Association (MGMA). 

“If you are a medical practice, you should be 
looking to design your practice more for Gen Z 
and millennials rather than the Gen X and baby 
boomers who make up the majority of your 
patients,” he says. “As they come into main-
stream healthcare, wise organizations will learn 
to accommodate their different personality.”

That can mean offering digital features and 
conveniences, such as high-speed Wi-Fi and 
online scheduling that millennials and Gen 
Z want while still preserving the traditional 
ways of doing business that Gen X and baby 
boomers are more familiar with, Gans says. 
Because their smaller size allows them to 
change policies more easily, independent 
practices will be able to adjust more quickly 
than large multi-specialty groups and health-
care systems, he says.

DOCTOR SHOPPING
Gen Z is going to comparison shop for its 
healthcare and prioritize patient reviews when 
deciding whom to see. “They view (health-
care) as a transaction and they don’t do any 
transactions without getting peer reviews and 

shopping online,” says Es Nash, MD, a popula-
tion health expert at Deloitte Consulting.

That means physicians and practices must 
continue to carefully monitor and manage 
their online reputations on sites like Health-
grades, Vitals, RateMDs, and even Yelp. An 
inviting website and engaging social media 
presence also are important, Nash says.

PatientPop’s Schneider says a good site 
should be mobile-friendly, attractive, easy to 
navigate, easily found through search engines 
and integrated with common physician re-
view sites. 

PatientPop client Payal Bhandari, MD, a pri-
mary care physician in San Francisco, works 
with the firm to regularly tweak her website 
design and content to attract patients. She 
uses a second vendor to manage her blog 
and social media.

“I have to meet patients where they are,” 
she says. “If you’d told me 13 years ago that 
I’d have to pay this much attention to satisfy-
ing patients’ expectations, I wouldn’t have 
believed you, but that’s the new reality.”

The patient-friendly approach is working, 
she says, adding that the number of younger 
patients she attracts has been increasing 
year to year and that her online and survey 
reviews have improved. “I am convinced my 
model is the model for the future,” she says. 
“It is consistently working in regards to pa-
tient and physician satisfaction, sustainability 
and efficiency.” 

“The physician will rather act as a health coach in 
the future. The doctor will interpret health data if 
something is not clear, give advice when results 
are not optimal while spotting and checking 
irregularities based on data as soon as possible.”
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In addition to patient reviews and ratings, 
Gen Z will have greater access to outcomes 
and Medicare data on individual doctors, 
Nash says. Gen Z will not hesitate to switch 
doctors if they’re unhappy or inconvenienced, 
she adds, a move that will be easier when 
EHRs become truly interoperable. 

“Customer satisfaction is as important as 
clinical outcomes,” she says, adding that 
smart practices will heed patient sugges-
tions and criticisms and adjust their opera-
tions accordingly.

That will require doctors to be more so-
licitous of, and responsive to, patient com-
plaints, says Schneider, who predicts practic-
es will use more surveys and other means to 
gauge patient satisfaction. “It’s really putting 
pressure on the physicians to improve their 
game,” he says.

MENTAL HEALTH AND WELLNESS
For a number of reasons ranging from grow-
ing up around world events like 9/11 to peer 
issues, Gen Z is stressed. Members report a 
lot of problems with stress, depression, and 
other mental health issues.

A 2015 survey by the Hartman Group, a 
marketing research firm, found that 46 per-
cent of teens are actively treating or pre-
venting anxiety or stress and 30 percent are 
actively treating or preventing depression.

Jean Twenge, Ph.D., a professor of psy-

chology at San Diego State University, in 
2015 examined four surveys of younger 
Americans and found that high school stu-
dents in the 2010s reported more somatic 
symptoms (e.g. trouble sleeping, thinking and 
remembering, shortness of breath) and were 
twice as likely to have seen a professional 
for mental issues compared with students 
in the 1980s. College student health centers 
also report an increase in demand for mental 
health services.  

What does that mean for primary care pro-
viders beginning to see Gen Z patients? They 
should be aware that their young patients could 
already be under the care of a mental health 
professional, and know how mental illness can 
cause or exacerbate physical conditions.

Gen Z has grown up in a culture of wellness 
and realizes the importance of integrating 
physical, mental, and emotional health, accord-
ing to the Hartman Group report, which also 
found them more aware of the importance 
of nutrition. Stillman predicts Gen Z patients 
will prefer doctors who incorporate, or at least 
respect, alternative and Eastern medicine.  

CUSTOMIZED MEDICINE
Over the past ten years, doctors, sometimes 
grudgingly, have learned to deal with patients 
doing their own research through websites 
such as Google or WebMD; Gen Z will not only 
have their own research, but their own data.

“We’ve built practices for the physician 
experience, but we’re turning that upside down 
and asking if that’s good for patient services.  
It always seems like medicine is 10 to 20 years 
behind. It has to catch up or we’re not going to 
provide these patients the services they want.”

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007%2525252Fs11205-014-0647-1
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Affordable genomic testing, wearable 
monitors, fitness trackers, and other devices 
are more likely to be adopted by younger 
patients and will provide users more raw in-
formation about their health. That will require 
physicians to incorporate patient-generated 
data into their own findings, says Bertalan 
Mesko, MD, Ph.D., director of the Medical 
Futurist Institute, which studies trends in 
medicine. Doctors will be responsible for 
helping patients understand and act upon 
their data, he says.

“The physician will rather act as a health 
coach in the future,” he says. “The doctor 
will interpret health data if something is not 
clear, give advice when results are not opti-
mal while spotting and checking irregularities 
based on data as soon as possible.”

Gans predicts physicians will share tools 
and information more with Gen Z than previ-
ous generations, partly because the patients 
will demand it.

Rather than rolling their eyes, doctors 
should welcome Gen Z patients engaged 
enough to do their own research, Stillman 
says. Though he concedes that physicians 
will be more knowledgeable than patients, 
he adds, “We live in a time when anyone can 
become an expert through [online] research.” 

PATIENT POWER
The balance of power in the patient-physician 
relationship, already tilting toward the pa-
tient, will shift even more with Gen Z, says 
Gans, adding that patients will expect physi-
cians to deliver care the way they want or 
they will go elsewhere. “I think the doctors 
are going to have to learn to work extra hard 
to maintain the relationship with a patient,” 
Schneider says.

Students at Missouri State University don’t 
have the provider choices they will later in 
life, but the school still caters to their digital 
preferences, says Frederick Muegge, MD, 

an internist and university director of Health 
and Wellness Services. The university’s new 
health center offers online appointments and 
prescription refills, counseling, a portal for 
sharing lab results and text alerts for phar-
macy pick-ups.

Muegge describes his young patients as 
curious and collaborative: “They are often 
engaged with their medical care and inter-
ested in understanding the pathophysiology 
of the illness. Often, many have done primary 
internet research,” he says.

Bhandari says doctors should regard Gen 
Z’s challenges, not as a threat, but as a way 
to improve. “We’ve built practices for the 
physician experience, but we’re turning that 
upside down and asking if that’s good for 
patient services,” she says. “It always seems 
like medicine is 10 to 20 years behind. It has 
to catch up or we’re not going to provide 
these patients the services they want.”

Facts About Gen Z
• It’s huge. Gen Z is 26 percent of the 

U.S. population, trailed by the baby 
boomers (24 percent), millennials  
(22 percent), Gen X (20 percent) and 
Post-War (9 percent). (U.S. Census)

• It’s the most diverse generation in U.S. 
history: 49 percent of children 15 and 
under are minorities. (U.S. Census)

• It’s tired. One in three is actively treat-
ing or preventing fatigue and they list 
getting enough sleep as a top health 
concern. (Hartman Group) 

• Dermatological problems (26 percent) 
and anxiety, aches and pains and asth-
ma (11 percent each) were the most 
prevalent conditions cited by Gen Z 
members. (Hartman Group)

http://medicalfuturist.com/
http://medicalfuturist.com/



