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Word association…. 



Why are we talking about 
this?! 

• What do we mean by 

‘professional 

boundaries’? 

• What are they ‘for’?! 

 

 

• TO KEEP PEOPLE 

SAFE FROM HARM 



O Help ensure providers act in best interests 

of people they are there to serve 

O Help provide consistency, predictability and 

security in relationship(s) 

O Help promote transparency and clarity, and 

avoid confusing ambiguity 

O Help the person being assisted assess how 

safe relationship is for them 

 



‘The limits that allow for a safe 
connection based on the 

client’s needs.’ 

Peterson, M. R. (1992) 

At personal risk: boundary violations in professional-

client relationships 

 



Power and vulnerability 



Power differential… 

O Taxi drivers 

O Hairdressers 

O Car mechanics 

O Domiciliary care workers 

O Construction workers 



As doctors… 
O Training/education/status 

O Knowledge/skills 

O Access to personal information 

O Vulnerability  

O Need for self disclosure 

O Trust 

O Ability to do/not do things eg fit notes 

O Attitudes to role/status/power 

 



Self-disclosure 

O Is it OK? 

O Show of hands… 

 

O Spectrum of behaviour, everyone does it 

O Varies over time/settings 

O Everyone does it, difference of degree 



Why do people self-disclose? 

O Inadvertent/non-verbal 

O To demonstrate empathy 

O To illustrate/provide example 

O In response to enquiry 

O To manipulate 

O To build rapport/relationship 

O In order to blur boundaries… 



A study of community doctors revealed that 40% of 
self-disclosures were unrelated to patients’ 
preceding remarks.  

Most self-disclosures (85%) did not seem to 
address patients’ medical concerns or promote 
relationship-building, and 11% seemed disruptive, 
in that they interrupted patient histories, were 
competitive, or raised potentially troubling 
emotional issues. 
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A study of 357 Israeli patients found 

that 76% of patients who had 

experienced physician self-disclosure 

used to convince them to accept a 

procedure or treatment felt it was 

effective. 
 

  
DahanR, YoeliN, KarkabiK, HermoniD. Patient’s attitudes towards 

physician self disclosure during the patient-physician encounter 

[Abstract] EurJ Gen Pract. 2007;13:109. 

 



In studies in which most self-disclosures [in 

primary care] seemed unhelpful, the potentially 

beneficial disclosures were brief and directly 

related to patient concerns.  

 

Physicians should be attentive to patients’ level of 

interest and follow patient cues about the length of 

disclosure. […] patients may feign interest out of 

concern about the physician’s reaction […] 

 

 
“Enough about Me, Let's Get Back to You”: Physician Self-disclosure 

during Primary Care Encounters 

Diane S. Morse, MD; Susan H. McDaniel, PhD; Lucy M. Candib, MD; and 

Mary Catherine Beach, MD 

 Ann Intern Med. 2008;149(11):835-837 

 



O What works? 

O What might the impact be? 

O In whose interest is the disclosure?? 

 

O Remember social media….. 

 

O Think about what you share 

O Think about why you are sharing 

O Listen and observe reaction/response 

O Protect yourself 

 



Examples 

O 75yr male patient 

O GP moves practice to another local surgery 

O Parking permit delivered to new place of 

work….. 



Examples 

O 38yr old female patient consults with mood 

disturbance 

O Initial appointment mentions child’s school, 

GP responds – “yes, I think my friend’s child 

George is in that year?” 



Examples 

O Patient offers GP second hand paddling pool 

for his kids 

 

O Local fish and chip shop invites GPs for free 

lunch 

 

O Patient offers GP a week in their ski 

chalet…. 

 

 



Examples 

O GP asked to contact ex-colleagues daughter 

by practice manager 

O She has taken OD 



Examples 

O Neighbour puts note through GP door asking 

for home visit for a friend 

 

O Patient asks to put petition at surgery front 

desk 



Something there is that doesn't love a wall,  

That sends the frozen-ground-swell under it,  

And spills the upper boulders in the sun, 

And makes gaps even two can pass abreast.  

The work of hunters is another thing:  

I have come after them and made repair  

Where they have left not one stone on a stone,  

But they would have the rabbit out of hiding,  

To please the yelping dogs. The gaps I mean,  

No one has seen them made or heard them made,  

But at spring mending-time we find them there.  

I let my neighbor know beyond the hill;  

And on a day we meet to walk the line  

And set the wall between us once again.  

We keep the wall between us as we go.  

To each the boulders that have fallen to each.  

And some are loaves and some so nearly balls  

We have to use a spell to make them balance:  

'Stay where you are until our backs are turned!'  

We wear our fingers rough with handling them.  

Oh, just another kind of out-door game,  

One on a side. It comes to little more:  

There where it is we do not need the wall:  

He is all pine and I am apple orchard.  

 

My apple trees will never get across And eat 

the cones under his pines, I tell him. He only 

says, 'Good fences make good neighbours'.  

Spring is the mischief in me, and I wonder  

If I could put a notion in his head:  

'Why do they make good neighbours? Isn't it 

Where there are cows?  

But here there are no cows.  

Before I built a wall I'd ask to know  

What I was walling in or walling out,  

And to whom I was like to give offence. 

Something there is that doesn't love a wall, 

That wants it down.' I could say 'Elves' to him, 

But it's not elves exactly, and I'd rather  

He said it for himself. I see him there  

Bringing a stone grasped firmly by the top  

In each hand, like an old-stone savage armed. 

He moves in darkness as it seems to me~  

Not of woods only and the shade of trees.  

He will not go behind his father's saying,  

And he likes having thought of it so well  

He says again, "Good fences make good 

neighbours. 

Mending Wall by Robert Frost  

 

 

 



Boundaries - summary 

O Relevance to all 

interactions 

O Potential to damage 

and enhance  

O Vulnerability….self care 

 

 

O Good fences make 

good neighbours! 


