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Gifts from
patients

How to decide whether
to accept them …
and how to say ‘no’
BY DIANE MORTIMER, MD, MSN, AND KATHY GUO, MD

P

atients may want to give their physicians gifts, often as a symbol of
gratitude or appreciation. Gifts, or the
act of giving, usually stem from a place of
kindness and may hold cultural significance for patients and their family members. There are no clear-cut standard rules
about receiving gifts, and policies may vary
depending on the hospital, which creates
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the dilemma of whether or not physicians
should take them. As a result, physicians
are often uncomfortable accepting patients’ gifts.
This issue is quite nuanced. One source
of ambiguity is how the gift might affect
the physician-patient relationship. Physicians are cognizant of the special relationship they have with patients. It is possible

that gifts from patients can be seen as
outside the acceptable territory of that relationship. The physician is providing care,
which is a service. Gifts have the potential
to change that relationship. At the same
time, if a patient is expressing gratitude or
sharing a cultural tradition with a physician, accepting the gift could enhance the
relationship. In this case, declining a gift
may even be seen as disrespectful or unkind, and patients and their families may
feel insulted.
If patients are offering or providing gifts
in exchange for special treatment or preferential care, gifts could impede the physician-patient relationship. Such actions
could also potentially negatively affect the
physician’s ability to provide care to other
patients. If the gift seems to be stemming
from a psychological need, the physician
needs to address that need in addition to
deciding about whether to accept the gift.
In specific specialties, such as psychiatry,
more weight may need to be placed on the
ethical considerations of accepting gifts
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from patients due to the distinct nature of
that patient-physician relationship.
Another consideration is the value
of the gift. Physicians should not accept
gifts that could cause the patient financial
strain. Many physicians have much higher
incomes than their patients. Even in situations where patients can afford expensive
gifts, physicians should be extremely
sensitive in deciding whether these gifts
can be accepted. One potential guideline
would be that a physician should not accept a gift if they would not be comfortable disclosing the gift’s value.
The timing or intention of the gift also
may affect the decision. Patients may
want to recognize specific services, such
a successful surgery or achieving cancer
remission. They also might want to join
in celebrating certain occasions, such as a
special holiday or the birth of a physician’s
child. In these cases, it is unlikely that they
are trying to influence future care or that
they are engaging in any nefarious activity. Still, the physician may have questions
about accepting the gift.
In some workplaces and healthcare settings, policies dictate whether physicians
can accept gifts. At the VA, for example,
federal rules prohibit employees from accepting nearly any item, service, gratuity
or meal from patients or families. Some
items, including greeting cards or modest
amounts of food or refreshments, are acceptable. Any larger donations need to be
made to an official representative of the
facility. At other institutions, the policies
may be less clear, leaving it up to the physician to make a judgment call on whether
to accept a gift.
The AMA’s Code of Ethics provides
some helpful guidelines. They advise physicians to:
• Be sensitive to the gift’s value. Physicians should not accept a gift that might
cause the patient financial or emotional
hardship.
• Don’t allow the gift to influence medical
care.
• Suggest, in lieu of the gift, that patients
or family members make a charitable
contribution—but don’t propose any-
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thing that could potentially be seen as
benefiting the physician.
These guidelines can be useful, but are
not universally applicable because individual situations can vary so widely.
As a rule of thumb, it seems fair to say
that if accepting a gift would cause a reasonable person to question the integrity
or impartiality of the physician, their program or their institution, then the physician should not accept the gift.
Physicians may struggle with the best
way to accept or refuse a gift. It might be
helpful to have some standard phrases to
use in these situations. Physicians accepting small gifts, such as a box of candy,
could say something like “Thanks for that
chocolate. That’s very thoughtful. I’ll share
the treats with our clinic staff.”
Physicians refusing a gift may have
more difficulty communicating the decision to the patient in a respectful manner.
One way to go about it could be, “Thank
you for your generosity, but as your physician my role is to care for you. I am not
able to accept your gift. If you wish, I can
connect you with the person at our facility
who directs donations. Please know that
this does not affect our relationship at all
and I am grateful for your kindness.”
Physicians enjoy the unequaled privilege of getting to know patients and providing care and services to them. Even
though this is what we do every day, it can,
in itself, be considered an enormous present, rendering other gifts unnecessary. As
author A.A. Milne’s character Winnie the
Pooh so eloquently put it, “Sometimes, the
smallest things take up the most room in
your heart.” MM
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