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At the European Council meeting of WONCA Europe in Warsaw in 2011, Patient
Empowerment was adopted as the twelfth characteristic of general practice in the
European definition of family medicine (FM) by WONCA Europe, and categorised
within the core competency of person-centred care. Core competencies of the FP
doctor mean competencies essential to the discipline, irrespective of the health care
system in which they are applied.

Fig 1 The WONCA TREE – as produced by the Swiss College of General Practitioners
(Revised 2011) – Reprinted with permission

WONCA Europe: The European Definitions of the Key
Features of the Discipline of General Practice 2011
The 2011 revision of the definition of FM gives recognition to the new dynamic
between doctor and patient. As social values and healthcare systems continue to
change, patients’ expectations are to make choices and decisions in keeping with
their autonomy. This recent revision of the definition of FM gives the FP in Europe a
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new role to harness this patient autonomy and develop the expertise of patients in managing their own health and
illnesses.
Empowering patients is officially acknowledged as a responsibility of family medicine, which provides an appropriate
environment to promote patient empowerment for self-management of chronic conditions.
In 2012 WONCA Europe sought to fund a project with the aim of having a lasting benefit for FM in Europe, and in order
to prepare its report for the 20th Anniversary of WONCA Europe in 2015. The successful bid was submitted by EQuiP,
The European Society for Quality and Safety in family medicine, along with three project partners; the Irish College of
General Practitioners, the Finnish Medical Society Duodecim, and the Department of Family Medicine at University of
Jena, Germany.
The project partners sought to explore one aspect of chronic disease management, namely, patient empowerment in
self-management of chronic disease. The EQuiP group initially named the project PECC-WE; Patient Empowerment in
Chronic Conditions - WONCA Europe, and the project was initiated with the definition of “patient empowerment” (PE)
as defined in the European Journal of General Practice (EJGP) article by Ernesto Mola:
Patient Empowerment is an educational process to help or support the patient
to develop knowledge, skills, attitudes and self-awareness,
and to assume effective responsibility for health-related decisions.
Definition of Patient Empowerment (E. Mola, EJGP 2008)
The value of investing in empowering patients to help themselves seems obvious; however the brainstorming sessions
in our project research group revealed that we still have questions about which specific skills, attitudes and behaviours
can be taught to primary care clinicians to promote positive patient behaviours and attitudes that improve patient
outcomes in chronic conditions. The project partners agreed that the best use of project funds would be to explore
whether the education of clinicians in FM to improve patient empowerment for self-management of chronic
conditions would improve outcomes for patients compared to patients of clinicians who were not educated in that
particular skill.

The WONCA Anniversary Project 2015
The role of the family physician (FP) has changed over the last twenty years. Patients’ attitudes to health and
healthcare have also changed. The revision of the European definition of general practice is a response to these
changes.
Patients are more informed now and have access to the same sources of information as medical doctors. Patients in
2015 are less likely to be passive recipients of healthcare and are more likely to have expectations and demands that
reflect the psychology of consumer-based societies. 21 st century patients expect to receive high quality, safe care.
However, as all members of society are either patients or potential patients, there is an obligation on all citizens to
participate in their care and actively manage their own lifestyle factors for optimum health.
Once established, chronic diseases are by definition not curable. Multimorbidity and polypharmacy are escalating as
people live longer with chronic conditions. Public services funded by taxpayers and privately funded healthcare
services, voluntary organisations and charities all contribute finance and other resources towards the management of
chronic conditions. These challenges of healthcare provision are intensifying as costs, demands and expectations are
apparently infinite, while resources remain finite.
Our research shows that one path for assisting patients to improve their health outcomes is through primary care
health professionals who are educated and trained in the skills of motivation, goal setting and communication skills
appropriate for change management.
There are of course many pathways to patient empowerment, and several factors influence patients’ motivation and
capacity for self-management. We have evidence that patient self-management has a positive impact on health
outcome, though we must acknowledge that incorporating self-management support in routine healthcare is in itself
challenging.

In conclusion
There are a number of findings of this project which will be formally presented at the WONCA Europe Conference in
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Istanbul, 2015. These include the systematic review report, the online educational tool for health professionals and its
evaluation, and the launch of an online hub of resources on patient self-management for health professionals, patients
and those who care for them.
Our research findings can be regarded as a successful starting point for primary care-based multidisciplinary
interventions with capacity to implement quality improvement in management of chronic conditions for the benefit of
both patients (improved self-efficacy and better outcomes), and for health professionals (improved self-efficacy and
job satisfaction).

The future post 2015
This project will add to the growing evidence-base for integrating patient self-management into routine healthcare. In
general practice we recognise the need to intervene earlier, even before chronic disease is established, when the
person has risk factors like smoking, alcohol consumption, obesity, or cardiovascular risk due to a combination of
several moderate risk factors.
We hope this will prompt a fresh multifaceted interest in managing lifestyle risk factors for chronic disease in European
general practice / family medicine, to reappraise our various models of chronic condition management and to ensure
best practice models are disseminated.
Exploring this complex topic has highlighted global issues which have an impact at grass roots level in routine general
practice / family medicine. It would be encouraging to see GP/FP from all WONCA regions collaborate to develop a
global team player approach in addressing the important role of the patient in determining their own health
outcomes.

Take home messages


Patients have capacity to improve their own health through patient self-management.



Patient empowerment for self-management is a core element of patient-centred care.



Primary care health professionals with training in patient self-management support can help to empower
patients for change.

References







THE EUROPEAN DEFINITIONS of The Key Features of the Discipline of General Practice,

The Role of the General Practitioner and a description of the Core Competencies of the General Practitioner / Family
Physician. Revised in 2011 by a Commission of the WONCA European Council led by Dr Ernesto Mola and Dr Tina
Eriksson. http://www.woncaeurope.org/sites/default/files/documents/Definition%203rd%20ed%202011%20with
%20revised%20wonca%20tree.pdf
M Battersby et al Twelve Evidence-Based Principles for Implementing Self-Management Support in Primary Care. The
Joint Commission Journal on Quality and Patient Safety. December 2010 Volume 36 Number 12.
Mola Ernesto, Judith A De Bonis, Raffaele Giancane, Integrating patient empowerment as an essential characteristic of
the discipline of general practice/family medicine. European Journal of General Practice. 2008, Vol. 14, No. 2, pp 89-94
http://informahealthcare.com/doi/full/10.1080/13814780802423463
An De Sutter, Jan De Maeseneer, Pauline Boeckxstaens. Empowering patients to determine their own health goals.
Editorial. European Journal of General Practice. 2013; 19: 75–76
Patient Empowerment in Chronic Conditions, 20th Anniversary project 2015. www.woncaeurope.org

3

