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When the Client is Unhappy About the Treatment Outcome
By Gregory E. Scallon, DeWitt Ross & Stevens S.C.

We’ve all faced the situation (hopefully
infrequently) where a client is not happy with an
outcome. While there may be various reasons for
client unhappiness, in this article I’m going to
focus on the client who, despite your competent
professional services, is unhappy with the result
of treatment.
Most importantly, you want to take all the actions
prior to, and during treatment that will minimize
the likelihood of an unhappy client, as well as
support your defense of any claim. These include
obtaining the client’s informed consent to the
proposed procedure, including full discussion
of the risks and possible negative outcomes.
It’s also important to provide an estimate of the
range of anticipated costs, and an explanation of
reasons why the costs might significantly exceed
even the high end of the estimate (sometimes
the client is otherwise pleased with the service
until the bill is presented).
As in all cases, be certain to make complete
entries in the patient’s records describing the
procedures followed and such further details as
are appropriate to document any complicating
factors and explaining the result.
When you become aware of a potential problem,
prompt action and good communication are
critical. If, despite your best efforts, there is a
bad result, discuss this promptly with the client.
While the client will be disappointed in the result,
the client will almost certainly appreciate that
you took the time to fully explain the facts and to
discuss any follow-up care or treatment.
In your discussion with the client, it’s okay,
and probably expected, that you will express
disappointment with the result; however, be

careful not to make statements that could
be misconstrued as admissions that you did
something wrong.
If you were not directly involved in the treatment,
but you are contacted by the client after-thefact, perhaps because you are the clinic owner,
promptly gather all the information from
the person(s) who were involved. Review the
patient record to confirm that it is complete.
Record the client’s complaint and your response
in the patient record.
Your professional liability insurance policy
most likely includes a requirement that you
notify the insurance carrier promptly when
you become aware of a potential claim of
malpractice. The fact that a client questions
an outcome does not mean that the client is
threatening a malpractice action. However,
if the client threatens legal action or makes
other statements that make it seem likely the
client is going to pursue a claim, you should

immediately notify the insurance carrier of the
potential claim, and cooperate with the carrier’s
investigation. You should document the fact that
you gave notice to the insurance carrier.
Instead of, or in addition to threatening a lawsuit,
the unhappy client may make a complaint to the
Veterinary Examining Board. If you have elected
to have insurance coverage for such complaints,
you should follow the recommendations above
with respect to reporting potential malpractice
claims. If you receive notice from the VEB that a
complaint has been filed, and if your insurance
carrier is not otherwise handling the matter, you
should contact your attorney so that a response
to the complaint can be promptly submitted.
The facts are the facts, and your attorney cannot
change those facts. However, the assistance of
an attorney to make certain that your response
is comprehensive and presented in a factual,
non-emotional manner, may help to conclude the
matter more quickly and with a more satisfying
result.
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