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Case Study

Paediatrician suspended over inappropriate behaviour
with patient's mother

Key messages from the case

Itis essential to maintain professional
boundaries with patients and with
those close to them, such as parents,
carers and other family members who
may need to make decisions of the
patient's behalf. They need to trust that
the doctoris acting in the bestinterests
of the patient and is not motivated by
other considerations. A case involving
apaediatrician highlights the risks of
blurred boundaries.

Details of the decision

Boundary violation with patient’'s mother

Patient A, a child, was diagnosed with
multiple issues including extreme
hyperactivity. His mother took him to see
Dr G severaltimes between the ages of
four and five. During one consultation,
patient A was particularly disruptive and
defiant - frequently running out of the
consulting room. His mother became
emotional when Dr G asked her how
things were going at home.

She alleged Dr G sent patient A out of
the room then shut the door, sat her
down and rubbed her shoulder then
leaned over and kissed her on the top
of her head. She claimed he suggested
shereturn after hours, without the
patient, 'to discuss strategies' and

said that he would not bill her. She also
claimed he locked the door and when
she went over to openit,heledhertoa
corner of the room, put his arms around
her and attempted to kiss her on the lips.

Straight after the consultation, the
mother discussed the incident with
family members, who advised her to
go to the police. She also rang and
complained to the practice manager.

Dr G denied any inappropriate contact,
claiming he shook her hand and patted
her on the upper back as a form of
reassurance. He also denied locking
the door.

Outcome

The tribunal accepted the mother's
evidence. It found no evidence of

other improper conduct and took into
account that the conduct occurred on a
single day. The tribunal noted that Dr G
had undertaken training and reviewed
the way he interacted with patients.

The tribunal found that Dr G's behaviour
constituted unsatisfactory professional
conduct and professional misconduct.

He was given areprimand and
suspended for three months.
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Key lessons

Take carein your interactions with a
patient’s family members, especially
when the patient or relative is
particularly vulnerable or dependent.

Instigating sexual contact or a sexual
relationship with someone close

to the patient, such as aparent, is
unprofessional and unethical. Family
members need to be able to trust
that doctors will actin the patient’s
bestinterests.

While it may be appropriate to express
empathy for patients and their family
members, be very careful to maintain
professional boundaries and avoid
actions or comments that could

be misconstrued.
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References and further reading
Avant factsheet - Boundary issues 2020

Medical Board of Australia Guidelines:
Sexual boundaries in the doctor-patient

relationship

For more information orimmediate
medico-legal advice, callus on
1800128268, 24/7 in emergencies.
avant.org.au/mlas
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The case discussed in this article/publication is based on areal case. Certain information has been de-identified to preserve privacy and confidentiality.
*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. Avantis not responsible to you or anyone else for any loss sufferedin connection with the use of this information. Information
is only current at the date initially published. © Avant Mutual Group Limited 2023 Case-038 Published and current as of: 23/11 (DT-3524)
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