




The doctor-patient relationship: 
Respecting boundaries

The doctor-patient relationship is unique. It requires 
from patients to trust their doctor entirely. When 
consulting, patients may share confidential informa-
tion and authorize intimate physical contact during 
the examination. Doctors must not abuse this trust and 
must always treat their patients with respect.

The influence that doctors have over their patients does 
not necessarily end when the treatment does. This is 
especially true when psychotherapy is provided (for the 
treatment of depression, for example), where the 
patient is particularly vulnerable. 

Whatever the patient’s attitude, the doctor must never 
take advantage of the situation. Even if the patient 
consents to or expresses the desire for sexual activity, 
the doctor must refuse. It is also unacceptable for a doc-
tor to end treatment solely in order to engage in a 
sexual relationship with a patient. 

In all circumstances, the doctor must abide by 
the Code of Ethics of Physicians. 

The doctor is responsible for  
the professional relationship. It is 
therefore up to the doctor to set 
and stay within the limits of the 
doctor-patient relationship. 

Red flags 

Perhaps a doctor’s behaviour makes you feel 
uncomfortable, but you are not sure if it is 
sexual misconduct. 

here are a few warning signs that can help you 
recognize inappropriate behaviour. 

− You have a feeling that your relationship with your 
doctor is becoming too personal. For example, your 
doctor:

	 n schedules appointments with you after office   
 hours, for no reason;

	 n discusses his or her personal problems with you;
	 n offers you gifts;
	 n lends you money;
	 n asks you not to tell anyone what he or she says or  

 does during the consultation;
	 n uses alcohol or drugs in his or her office and 
  offers you some.

− You feel that something wrong or inappropriate is 
happening during the consultation. 

− Your doctor looks at you in a forward 
and improper manner, makes lewd 
jokes, uses double entendres, tells you 

about his or her sex life, or asks ques-
tions about your sexual activities 
when this is not appropriate.

 

A few examples
of sexual misconduct

Sexual misconduct occurs when a doctor’s 
interactions in the context of the professio-
nal relationship are sexual in nature. Here 
are a few examples.

Your doctor :

n kisses you;
n caresses you;
n makes comments of a sexual nature out of 

context and not as part of a medical evalua-
tion;

n asks you to sit on his or her lap;
n touches you with a sexual purpose;
n touches your breasts, buttocks, or genitals 

without medical reason;
n asks you to remove more clothing than neces-

sary for the examination;
n suggests that you perform an intimate act that 

has nothing to do with your reason for consul-
ting;

n undresses before you or displays his or her geni-
tal organs;

n has sexual relations with you during your 
consultation or before your treatment has 
ended;

n has sexual relations with you after your treat-
ment has ended, if this treatment was a medical 
follow-up or psychotherapy.

Any of these types of behaviours is unaccepta-
ble in a doctor-patient relationship and should 
be reported to the Collège des médecins. 
 

Do you think your doctor 
is acting inappropriately 
with you? 

The Collège des médecins du 
Québec can help

The vast majority of doctors provide 
impeccable professional services. 
Some, however, may behave in ways 
that are unacceptable to patients. 

All doctors practicing in Quebec, whether 
family physicians or specialists, must com-
ply with rules of professional conduct known 
as a “Code of Ethics”. If they do not, the 
Collège des médecins will intervene. The 
mission of the Collège des médecins is not 
only to promote quality medical care, but 
also to protect the public by ensuring that 
every doctor practices in a professional manner. 

If you believe that your doctor has acted 
inappropriately towards you, you should 
write to the Collège des médecins. We will 
tell you whether or not your doctor’s actions 
or comments are considered to be accepta-
ble. If necessary, we will carry out an inquiry 
into the matter.
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