
DUE TO THE NATURE of general practice, GPs often enjoy strong 
long-term relationships with their patients and families. As a 
result, it has long been a feature that patients may give gifts 
to their doctor. It is natural for a patient to want to express 
gratitude for the care, support and dedication of their GPs 
by giving a gift. Patients may give gifts to GPs where the GP’s 
care has had a positive outcome on their health, at Christ-
mas or to mark milestones in the GP’s life or their practice.

Some patients have even been known to express gratitude 
to their doctors by making a bequest in their will. However, 
once a grant of probate issues in a person’s estate, the will 
becomes a document of public record. Accepting bequests 
from patients in some circumstances could affect patient 
and public trust. GPs should never actively lead patients 
to give, lend or bequeath money or gifts that would benefit 
them directly. 

Most gifts are well intentioned and offence may be caused 
to patients if small tokens of appreciation are declined. 
However, patients presenting gifts to GPs can raise impor-
tant ethical, legal and professional considerations that 
should be navigated carefully. The Medical Council Guide 
to Professional Conduct and Ethics (9th edition) addresses 
conflicts of interest at paragraph 53 and states that doc-
tors must not let financial or other secondary considerations 
influence or appear to influence management of patients. It 
goes on to say that doctors should not accept gifts (includ-
ing hospitality) from pharmaceutical, medical devices or 
other health-related commercial organisations (paragraph 
54.5) but it does not specifically refer to accepting gifts from 
patients. 

In the UK, doctors are required to keep a register of gifts 
from patients or their families with a value more than £100. 
There is no such requirement in Ireland.

Where GMS patients are concerned, it is important to have 
regard to the GMS contract. The contract states that GPs 
shall not demand or accept any payment or consideration 
other than payments prescribed in the contract. The HSE 
National Financial Regulations and Department of Health’s 
Code of Conduct for Health and Social Service Providers 
refers to how HSE employees should avoid accepting ben-
efits or gifts from third parties that might reasonably be seen 
to compromise their personal judgment or integrity and keep 
only those of nominal value.

Tokens of appreciation on occasion such as chocolates, 
flowers or homemade treats ordinarily would not pose a 
problem. Generally speaking, however, accepting gifts on a 
regular or routine basis from a patient, and especially those 
that may have a substantial value, is a practice that should 
be discouraged. Accepting gifts on a regular basis from a 

patient carries a risk that professional boundaries could be 
blurred. Sometimes gifts that are frequent or inappropriate 
could suggest an effort by the patient to strike up a personal 
relationship. It is important for doctors to set and maintain 
professional boundaries. In some cases where a patient is 
not respecting professional boundaries, it may be neces-
sary to terminate the doctor-patient relationship and ask the 
patient to attend another GP. GPs should consider contact-
ing their indemnifier for advice if faced with such an issue. 

It is important for doctors to bear in mind how accepting a 
gift might be perceived by the patient or the public in terms 
of the standards of conduct expected among doctors. Rel-
evant to this assessment will be factors such as the type of 
gift, whether it is of significant monetary value and whether 
the patient could be seen as vulnerable. It is possible that 
family members or friends of a vulnerable patient could 
interpret acceptance of a gift or gifts as being inappropriate. 

In legal terms, certain relationships have a presumption 
of influence where there is a risk of abuse of authority. The 
doctor-patient relationship is one of these.

Accepting gifts may raise issues of possible duress or 
undue influence. Obviously, any duress placed on a patient 
by a doctor to provide a gift or a donation would be seen as a 
significant breach of trust. Doctors should be mindful of the 
power imbalance in a doctor-patient relationship. 

GPs need to avoid perceived or actual conflicts of interest 
in their practice. Patients’ motivations also need to be con-
sidered. An example of a potentially problematic situation 
is where a patient gives a gift to a GP with an expectation 
that it is in exchange for treatment which the patient might 
otherwise not be entitled to or for preferential treatment. It 
is not unheard of for patients to try to pressure or influence 
doctors into prescribing certain medications by offering gifts 
to doctors, particularly in the case of addictive medication. 
Doctors must remain impartial in their clinical judgment and 
not allow themselves to be placed in a situation where it 
could be construed that their judgment was swayed.  

If it is necessary to decline a gift, it is important to commu-
nicate respectfully to the patient, setting out the reasons why 
you can’t accept the gift. If appropriate, a GP could offer an 
alternative to a patient who wishes to express gratitude and 
suggest that they make a small donation to charity instead.

Gifts are mostly heartfelt expressions of appreciation and 
well deserved by GPs. Being aware of potential pitfalls and 
using sound judgement will allow GPs to strike a balance 
between gratitude and professionalism while upholding ethi-
cal standards and providing equitable care to patients. 
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