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Q:  Does the risk of malpractice lawsuits increase if a physician treats colleagues, colleagues’ family members, or 

other “VIP” patients? 

A:  

A young adult male (Mr. D) was brought to the hospital emergency department (ED) via ambulance after he attempted suicide 

by cutting both wrists.  The patient was an EMT well known to the staff of the hospital as they frequently worked with him when 

he was part of an emergency transport team bringing critical patients to the ED.  The emergency physician assessed Mr. D and 

contacted the psychiatric crisis team at the neighboring psychiatric hospital for further evaluation, per ED policy.  A member of 

the crisis team, a psychiatric nurse, met with the patient in the ED.  Mr. D told the nurse that he had not meant to kill himself.  He 

stated that he now realized it was a “stupid thing to do,” and that he had cut his wrists in an attempt to get “my wife’s attention.”  

He wanted her to focus on problems in their marriage which she was avoiding.  Furthermore, Mr. D stated that as an EMT “if I 

really meant to kill myself, I know how to do it.”   

The psychiatric nurse contacted the on-call psychiatrist and related this information to her.  Both had both worked with Mr. D on 

numerous occasions.  The psychiatrist then briefly conferred with the emergency physician.  The patient’s wife was not 

contacted and the treatment team did not inquire about any past psychiatric treatment. The emergency physician, the nurse, and 

the psychiatrist decided on a treatment plan that included stitches to the cuts and instructions for Mr. D to set up an appointment 

to see a therapist or psychiatrist within the next week.  Mr. D promised to do this and stated he would find his own therapist or 

psychiatrist.  He was then discharged from the ED. Three days later, Mr. D killed himself with a gunshot to the head. 

A medical malpractice lawsuit was filed by wife against the emergency physician, the psychiatric nurse, the psychiatrist, the 

general hospital, and the psychiatric facility.  During the discovery phase of the lawsuit it was found that Mr. D had previously 

been in treatment for depression and, also, that his wife was not aware of the recommendation that he seek treatment within a 

week.  At trial, a verdict was returned for the plaintiffs and all defendants were found by the jury to have been negligent in the 

assessment and treatment of Mr.D.  
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The content of this article (“Content”) is for informational purposes only. The Content is not intended to be a substitute for professional legal advice or judgment, or for 
other professional advice.  Always seek the advice of your attorney with any questions you may have regarding the Content.  Never disregard professional legal advice 
or delay in seeking it because of the Content. 
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