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Factsheet

How to end the doctor-patient relationship

Quick guide

« You canend the doctor-patient
relationship if you consider it to bein
the patient’'s best interests or if the
therapeutic relationship has become
untenable.

. If possible, end the relationshipin
person and follow up with aletter
restating your position.

» You have a professional obligation to
treat the patientin an emergency.

The doctor-patient relationship is
fundamental to providing clinical care.
The nature of this relationship may vary
but the core elements are openness,
trust and good communication.

The doctor-patient relationship ends
naturally when the patient moves
location or no longer requires your care.
Sometimes though, you will want to end
the relationship and this can be quite
challenging.

If you are unwilling to continue to treat a
private patient you are not compelled to
do so.However, before telling the patient
you should consider their best interests
and explore reasonable alternatives. If
you work in a public hospital, you should
refer to your hospital's policy.

Reasons why you may end the
relationship

Itisimportant to be able torecognise
whenit's appropriate to cease treatinga
patient and to know how to do so without
breaching your legal and professional
obligations. If you believe you do not
have the expertise to continue to assist
apatient, thenin the patient's best
interests you should transfer care.

Avoid ending the relationship simply
because a patientis challenging to deal
with. You cannot refuse to treat a patient
for adiscriminatory reason such ason
the grounds of gender, race, marital
status, religion or disability.

Before ending arelationship witha
patient, check that you do not have a
contractual obligation to see certain
patients at your workplace. Some
workplaces will also have a policy on
how these matters should be handled.

Difficult situations

Difficult situations may include a
patient's conduct towards you,
drug-seeking behaviour, repeatedly
missed appointments or noncompliance
with medical advice. To address your
concerns and set clear boundaries, you
could warn the patient that you may
have to end the relationship because
of their behaviour or enter into a written
agreement with them about their
behaviour.

Measures such as these can avoid
taking a patient by surprise if you do end
the relationship and be evidence of your
effortsif a complaintis made against
you. Make sure you document any
warnings provided.

Single significant event

Sometimes, you may choose to end the
relationship immediately after asingle
significant event. This may be a physical
threat, sexual advance, deceptive
behaviour (such as falsifying a medical
certificate) or stealing from the practice.

Patient complaint

Patients have the right to complain
about their care and this, initself, may
not be areason to end the relationship.
In some states and territories, itis
unlawful to subject a patient to any
detriment because they intend to make
or have made a complaint.

The regulator encourages practitioners
to maintain the therapeutic relationship
after a complaintif possible. This can be
difficultif trust and confidence has broken
down anditmay bein the patient’s best
interests to have their care transferred

to another practitioner. Always consider
whether the therapeutic relationship

can be maintained orimproved with
resolution of the complaint.

If you decide to end the relationship in
the patient’s best interests, make it clear
to the patient that thisis because of a
breakdownin trust, rather than directly
because of the complaint.

How to end the relationship

Before taking action

It can be useful to discuss the situation
with senior colleagues or Avant before
officially ending the relationship.

Remember, the responsibility for ending
the doctor-patient relationship rests
with you, the doctor. Do not delegate it
to another staff member.

If there has been a serious breakdown
in the doctor-patient relationship,
consider whether anincident report
should be forwarded to Avantin case a
complaintor claimis made.

Communicate openly

When ending the relationship, aim

to communicate in person with the
patient. You should ensure the patientis
adequately informed and understands
your decision. Be honest, while still being
sensitive to the patient's feelings.

Try to ensure the patient does not
interpret the ending of the relationship as
a personal rejection. You should explain
that the doctor-patient relationship
relies on mutual trust. When this has
broken down, it can compromise patient
care, soitisin the patient's bestinterests
to transfer to another practitioner.

Remember to remain calm and polite
during allinteractions.

Follow up

Follow your discussion with an email or
letter to the patient ensuring you have
clearly communicated your decision
(see sample letter). If the patient
requires areview of their condition or
medication within a certain timeframe,
highlight this. Where the patient has not



complied with treatment, explain the
consequences should they continue to
go without appropriate treatment.

You may want Avant to review the letter
before yousendit to the patient.

Write to other practitionersinvolvedin
the patient's care to inform them you

are no longer treating the patient. Be
careful with your explanation to avoid
prejudicing the patient's relationship with
ongoing and future treatment providers.

The transition

Give the patient areasonable
timeframe to find a new doctor. You
may need to assist vulnerable patients
such as those with complicated medical
issues or restricted mobility, or patients
in aregional setting with limited options.
In these situations, you may wish to seek
advice from Avant.

Reassure the patient that you will, within
the agreed timeframe, provide care for
any medical problems that arise. Advise
them to attend the local emergency
department or urgent care centre for
immediate care needs.

Transfer the files to the new doctor

To ensure continuity of care, advise
the patient that you will provide a copy
of their medical records to their new

Sample letter
Dear [name],

As discussed with you on[date]lam
unable to continue as your treating
doctor. | feelitisin your best interest to
transfer your care to another doctor.

[optional paragraph if required]

| will continue to provide ongoing care
until you identify your new doctor.
However, if you do not do this within a
reasonable time, | willno longer treat
you after [date].

| can forward a copy of your
medical records to your new doctor
if you complete andreturn the
attached form.

Regards,

[your name]

avant.org.au | 1800128 268

practitioner after receiving the patient's
consent (it may be unwise to charge the
patient for this service).

Advise all practice staff

Advise your practice staff that your
relationship with the patient has ended
and they should not make further
appointments for the patient after a
specified date.

Make sure all staff at the practice,
including other doctors, are clear about
what the termination means for the
practice. There may be other doctorsin
the practice who are happy to treat the
patient, or it may mean that no doctors
in the practice will see the patient.

It's a goodideato place analertonthe
patient file to ensure all staff members,
including new staff unfamiliar with the

patient, are aware of the situation.

Be careful during an acute illnesses or
emergency situation

If the patientis experiencing an
acuteiliness, ending the therapeutic
relationship and failing to provide
continuity of care could compromise

the patient's health. Consider whether
you can continue to treat the patient until
any heallth crisis is over before broaching
the subject of ending the therapeutic
relationship. Ifitis not possible to continue

Optional paragraphs

Where the patient is not following advice
or has misplaced expectations

You have failed to follow the advice and
recommended treatment | believe are
important for your wellbeing. While

| acknowledge your right to refuse
advice and treatment, | believeitis
notin your bestinterest to do so. If you
continue to not follow advice, [thereis a
risk that/itis likely that] your [condition]
will [consequences].

Bad behaviour or complaints that cannot
be resolved

The events of [date(s)] lead me to
believe that you have lost faith in my
care. As trustis the cornerstone of an
effective doctor-patient relationship,
| believe | cannolonger treat you
effectively.

their care, take steps to ensure their care
is appropriately handed over before
ending the therapeutic relationship.

Inanemergency you have an ethical

and legal duty to provide assistance.

This duty exists evenif the person was not
previously a patient or if you have recently
ended the therapeutic relationship.

Consider why the relationship ended

Reflect on what caused the therapeutic
relationship to break down and consider
if there is anything you could have done to
stop the situation escalating or to prevent
the relationship ending. There may be
learning opportunities from the situation.

Further resources

Good medical practice: a code of
conduct for doctors in Australia

For more information orimmediate
medico-legal advice, calluson
1800128268, 24/7 in emergencies.
avant.org.au/mlas

EF¥EE  Visit our Insights & Resources
ﬁ@? , page for further educational
h vE  contentincluding webinars,
"7 elearning courses, case
studies, articles and checklists.

Inappropriate advances

Doctors are required by Good medical
practice: a code of conduct for doctors
in Australia and the Medical Board's
Guidelines: Sexual boundaries in the
doctor-patient relationship to only
have a professional relationship with
their patients. Your personal feelings
expressed on [date]mean|canno
longer see you exceptin the case of a
genuine emergency.

[After the sentence 'l will continue to
provide ongoing care until you identify
your new doctor' you may want to
include 'but only with another person
present during the consultation’].

Review required within a timeframe

Please be aware that yourequire a
review of [condition or medication]
by [date].
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*IMPORTANT: This publication is not comprehensive and does not constitute legal or medical advice. You should seek legal or other professional advice before
relying on any content, and practise proper clinical decision making with regard to the individual circumstances. Persons implementing any recommendations
contained in this publication must exercise their own independent skill or judgement or seek appropriate professional advice relevant to their own particular
practice. Compliance with any recommendations will not in any way guarantee discharge of the duty of care owed to patients and others coming into contact with
the health professional or practice. Avant is not responsible to you or anyone else for any loss suffered in connection with the use of this information. Information is
only current at the date initially published. © Avant Mutual Group Limited 2024 fact-025b Published and current as of: 24/03 (DT-3699)
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