
Managing difficult  
physician-patient relationships

The flowcharts below depict a three-tiered 
approach similar to the process used in our health 
system. For this approach to be effective, you must 
categorize the types of problems you encounter 
in your practice into three tiers. For example, in 
our system, tier 1 behaviors include a patient miss-
ing five appointments in six months or a patient 
using abusive language while talking with a staff 
member. Tier 2 behaviors include a continuation of 
issues identified in tier 1, or any actions that staff 
perceived as threatening. Tier 3 behaviors include 
a continuation of issues identified in tier 2, or any 
violent or potentially illegal actions. 
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Tier 2:  
Managing recurring 

problems

Conduct a face-to-
face meeting with  

the patient

Patient 
accepts 

meeting?
Yes

Discuss the problem 
with the patient

Draft a written 
agreement with 
patient’s input

Patient 
signs 

agreement?

Yes

File copy in the chart

No

Draft a letter 
documenting the 

meeting discussion 
and the patient’s 
refusal to sign the 

agreement

Review draft in 
consultation with 

another staff member

Send letter and 
agreement to patient

File copy in the chart

Tier 1:  
Managing problem 

behavior

Contact patient

Discuss the problem 
with the patient

Draft a letter 
documenting the 

discussion

Review draft in 
consultation with 

another staff member

Send letter to patient

File copy in the chart

If behavior continues, 
proceed to tier 2

If behavior continues, 
proceed to tier 3
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Terminating a Patient

Draft a written 
agreement

No

Review draft in 
consultation with 

another staff member

Send agreement to 
patient via certified 

mail with self-
addressed, stamped 

envelope, and ask  
him or her to sign  

and return

File copy in the chart

If behavior continues, 
proceed to tier 3

Tier 3:  
Termination

Did patient 
action involve 

violence or other 
potentially illegal 

activity?

Yes

Contact law 
enforcement 
authoritiesNo

What is 
patient’s payer 

status?

Self-pay

Draft termination 
letter 

Review draft in 
consultation with 

another staff member

Send letter to patient 
via certified mail

File copy in the chart

Inform staff

Third-party payer

Can  
patient be 

terminated?

Yes

Draft termination 
letter 

Review draft in 
consultation with 

another staff member

Send letter to patient 
via certified mail

File copy in the chart

Inform staff

No

Determine what 
options are allowed




