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On the Power of Data Visualization in Transforming 
Patient Decision-Making 

Sobre o Poder da Visualização de Dados na 
Transformação da Tomada de Decisão do Doente

	 Data plays a central role in modern healthcare, forming 
the foundation for diagnosis, treatment plans, and patient 
care. However, the true potential of data lies not just in its 
collection but in its effective interpretation and communica-
tion. Healthcare data visualization emerges as a powerful 
tool, transforming complex medical information into clear, 
actionable insights driving patients’ informed decision-mak-
ing.
	 Genetic data exemplifies a particularly intricate form of 
information in healthcare. Accurate understanding of this 
data is crucial for patients to integrate risk perception into 
decision-making processes. This can lead to informed de-
cisions regarding follow-up strategies. A prime example is 
understanding the risk of cancer associated with hereditary 
forms of cancer predisposition. For instance, pre-surgery 
knowledge of carrying a breast cancer predisposition vari-
ant can influence surgical strategy,1 or numerical data pre-
sentation strategies can influence risk perception of heredi-
tary cancer.2

	 Genetic counseling plays a vital role in this process. It 
equips patients with the knowledge to grasp their potential 
cancer risk. It empowers them to derive personal meaning 
from this information and make autonomous, informed deci-
sions regarding genetic testing, cancer screening, and pre-
ventive measures.3

	 Traditionally, healthcare professionals have relied on 
oral descriptions to convey a patient’s cancer risk associat-
ed with a specific gene. Data visualization, such as graphi-
cal representations, offers a promising complementary 
approach to enhance communication and risk understand-
ing.4 Nevertheless, the factors influencing the interpreta-
tion of genetic data remain largely unexplored within the 
Portuguese population. This knowledge gap is particularly 
relevant considering Portugal’s historical context of lower 

educational attainment. As of 2023, over 50.5% of the popu-
lation lacks a secondary school diploma.5 Given this demo-
graphic landscape, it is crucial to tailor data visualization 
techniques specifically for the Portuguese population.
	 Our ongoing research aims to investigate Portuguese 
patients’ preferences for visualizing genetic cancer risks. 
While a pilot study with medical genetics patients identified 
popular graphical representations, it also revealed a sub-
set who preferred verbal explanations (unpublished work). 
This highlights the need to consider diverse communica-
tion styles within the Portuguese healthcare ecosystem. 
By conducting research that is specific to the Portuguese 
population, we aim to optimize data visualization and story-
telling tools for effective communication and patient empow-
erment, ensuring these tools are well-suited to this unique 
healthcare landscape. While our focus is on medical genet-
ics, we believe that the insights gained from this research 
can be valuable for other healthcare fields in Portugal that 
require effective communication of complex information to 
patients.

AUTHOR CONTRIBUTIONS
	 DN: Writing and critical review of the manuscript.
	 CAS: Conceptualization, writing and critical review of 
the manuscript.
	 All authors approved the final version to be published.

COMPETING INTERESTS
	 CAS received a grant from Fundação para a Ciência 
e Tecnologia (FCT 2022.01964.PTDC); received evalua-
tor fees from the Andalusian Agency for Healthcare Qual-
ity – European Reference Network (ACSA-ERN); received 
speaker fees from Novartis; received support from Biomarin 
for attending meetings and/or travel; has a leadership or 
fiduciary role at EduComm - European Society of Human 
Genetics.
	 DN has declared that no competing interests exist.
 
FUNDING SOURCES
	 This research received no specific grant from any fund-
ing agency in the public, commercial, or not-for-profit sec-
tors.

REFERENCES
1.	 Yadav S, Reeves A, Campian S, Sufka A, Zakalik D. Preoperative 

genetic testing impacts surgical decision making in BRCA mutation 
carriers with breast cancer: a retrospective cohort analysis. Hered 
Cancer Clin Pract. 2017;15:11.

2.	 Henneman L, van Asperen CJ, Oosterwijk JC, Menko FH, Claassen L, 
Timmermans DR. Do preferred risk formats lead to better understanding? 
A multicenter controlled trial on communicating familial breast cancer 
risks using different risk formats. Patient Prefer Adherence. 2020;14:333-
2.

3.	 Resta R, Biesecker BB, Bennett RL, Blum S, Estabrooks Hahn S, 
Strecker MN, et al. A new definition of genetic counseling: National 
Society of Genetic Counselors’ Task Force report. J Genet Couns. 

2006;15:77-83.
4.	 van Weert JC, Alblas MC, van Dijk L, Jansen J. Preference for and 

understanding of graphs presenting health risk information. The role of 
age, health literacy, numeracy and graph literacy. Patient Educ Couns. 
2021;104:109-17.

5.	 PorData. População residente com idade entre 16 e 89 anos 
por nível de escolaridade completo mais elevado. 2023. 
[cited 2024 May 30]. Available from: https://www.pordata.pt/
portugal/populacao+residente+com+idade+entre+16+e+89+
anos+por+nivel+de+escolaridade+completo+mais+elevado+ 
(percentagem)-884.



884Revista Científica da Ordem dos Médicos www.actamedicaportuguesa.com Revista Científica da Ordem dos Médicos

Cartas ao Editor, Acta Med Port 2024 Dec;37(12):883-898

PER
SPEC

TIVA
IM

A
G

EN
S M

ÉD
IC

A
S

A
R

TIG
O

 D
E R

EVISÃ
O

PU
B

LIC
A

Ç
Õ

ES C
U

R
TA

S
PR

O
TO

C
O

LO
S

C
A

SO
 C

LÍN
IC

O
C

A
R

TA
S

N
O

R
M

A
S O

R
IEN

TA
Ç

Ã
O

A
R

TIG
O

 O
R

IG
IN

A
L

ED
ITO

R
IA

L

Diogo NOGUEIRA1,2, Célia AZEVEDO SOARES1,3,4

1. Medical Genetics Department. Centro de Genética Médica Dr. Jacinto Magalhães. Unidade Local de Saúde Santo António. Porto. Portugal.
2. Genetic Counseling Program. Instituto de Ciências Biomédicas de Abel Salazar. Universidade do Porto. Porto. Portugal.
3. Unit for Multidisciplinary Research in Biomedicine. Instituto de Ciências Biomédicas Abel Salazar. Universidade do Porto. Porto. Portugal.
4. Medical Sciences Department. Universidade de Aveiro. Aveiro. Portugal.
 Autor correspondente: Célia Azevedo Soares. cmsoares@icbas.up.pt
Recebido/Received: 07/07/2024 - Aceite/Accepted: 23/09/2024 - Publicado Online/Published Online: 16/10/2024 - Publicado/Published: 02/12/2024
Copyright © Ordem dos Médicos 2024
https://doi.org/10.20344/amp.21904


