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Treating Oneself, Family, or Other Close Individuals

Question

What are the implications regarding treating and/or prescribing drugs to myself, my family members,

or other individuals with whom | am close?

Answer

It is not uncommon for healthcare providers to treat themselves, family members, or friends — and
some may consider it their right to do so.! However, in Opinion 1.2.1 of the Code of Medical Ethics,
the American Medical Association (AMA) indicates that physicians should not treat themselves or
family members.2 Exceptions include short-term, minor problems and emergency or isolated settings
in which no other qualified physician is present. AMA advises that if no other qualified physician is

present, then physicians should treat themselves or family members until another physician arrives.

AMA cites many reasons not to treat oneself or family members, including the potential to
compromise professional objectivity as well as the potential for the providers’ personal feelings to
adversely affect their clinical judgment. Additionally, healthcare providers may not investigate

sensitive areas or conduct intimate parts of a physical examination.3

In addition to oneself and family members, the American College of Physicians (ACP) also cautions
against treating close friends or employees. ACP notes numerous potential pitfalls, including issues
maintaining clinical objectivity, practicing beyond scope, inadequate history-taking or physical

examination, overtesting, inappropriate prescribing, incomplete counseling on sensitive issues, and

failure to keep appropriate medical records.*

Advice against treating and prescribing for oneself, family members, close friends, or employees also
extends to advanced practice providers (APPs), including physician assistants and advanced practice
registered nurses (APRNs). Many states address this issue in position statements or advisory

opinions. For example, the Arizona State Board of Nursing specifies that “The standard of care
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requires, absent an emergency or under limited circumstances, the APRN to treat only those patients
for whom the APRN has and maintains clinical objectivity.”® Similarly, the Texas Board of Nursing
notes that “when APRNSs provide medical aspects of care for individuals with whom they have a close
personal relationship, the APRNSs risk allowing their personal feelings to cloud their professional
judgment. Thus APRNs should not provide medical treatment or prescribe medications for individuals
with whom they have a close personal relationship.”®

Healthcare providers need to be cognizant of navigating the legal and ethical issues related to
treating oneself, family, friends, and employees. When care is provided, they must follow accepted
standards and protocols, including taking a complete history, conducting a physical examination,
documenting the care in the patient’s health record, and informing the patient’s primary care

physician.” Providers should also consider the following guidance from AMA:

e Avoid conducting sensitive or intimate examinations, especially for a minor patient.

e Encourage family members to find alternative providers when possible. Family members may

hesitate to ask for someone else because they may be afraid of offending the provider.

e Be aware that tensions may arise when treating a family member, and this may affect the

personal relationship.®

Healthcare providers also may prescribe medications for themselves or family members, but this can
put them at risk. Federal laws do not prohibit healthcare providers from self-prescribing medications,
but some state laws do prohibit it. Thus, providers should check their state licensing requirements for
any prescribing rules. Providers also are required to comply with Drug Enforcement Administration

(DEA) requirements when prescribing controlled substances.®

If they choose to prescribe drugs to family members, friends, or employees, healthcare providers also

should adhere to these recommendations:

e Conduct an appropriate examination of the patient in compliance with state law.

e Document what was done to treat the patient and the basis for a prescription in a health record
that is maintained in a HIPAA-compliant manner. This will help support the existence of a
physician—patient relationship, and insurance may require this documentation.

5814 REED ROAD | FORT WAYNE, IN 46835 | 800.4MEDPRO | MEDPRO.COM

Hospitals « Facilities ¢ Senior Care « Doctors ¢ Other Healthcare Professionals



Risk Q&A: Treating Oneself, Family, or Other Close Individuals 3

e Do not prescribe outside of your expertise. Be informed about the medication that you're

prescribing and its possible drug interactions and side effects.

e Hand any prescriptions for controlled substances directly to the patient or have the patient pick

it up directly from a pharmacy.®

Resources
e AMA Journal of Ethics: A Friend’s Request for Treatment

¢ American Medical Association: Code of Medical Ethics Opinion 1.2.1: Treating Self or Family
e Annals of Internal Medicine: American College of Physicians Ethics Manual (Seventh Edition)

¢ Federation of State Medical Boards: Position Statement: Treatment of Self, Family Members

and Close Relations
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This document does not constitute legal or medical advice and should not be construed as rules or establishing a
standard of care. Because the facts applicable to your situation may vary, or the laws applicable in your jurisdiction may
differ, please contact your attorney or other professional advisors if you have any questions related to your legal or

medical obligations or rights, state or federal laws, contract interpretation, or other legal questions.
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