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Medical Receptionist Notes – 12th October 2022 

 
These are some note and some tips that I think are worth sharing from my own 
experience and working with other Practices. There is some repetition, but you may 
find some of it helpful in terms of applying some of these tips in a Practical way in 
your day to day. 
 
Consistency is key and all staff should be singing from the same hymn book in as 
far as possible. 
 

The Demanding Patient 

◆ I would really like to be able to facilitate you but I do not have any appointments 

available for today. Are there other times that might work for you and if we get a 

cancellation I can call you. 

◆ I appreciate that you are under pressure and I would be happy to take your 

details and ask our Manager/GP/Nurse to call you. 

The Abusive Patient (Phone) 

Keeping your voice very calm, I can hear that you are very frustrated and we are not 

going to be able to resolve this situation right now. I am happy to take your number and  

I can ask our Manager to call you when she is back in her office. 

If they continue to rant. 

◆ I am sorry but I am going to have to terminate this call. I am more than 

happy to pass your details on to our Practice Manager and she will call 

you on her return. 

◆ I am sorry. I would love to be able to help you right now but I realise that  
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◆ we are not going to get a solution at this time so I’m afraid I have no 

choice but to terminate this call. 

Responses for Patients criticising colleagues 

I am sorry to hear that you feel this way. I would love to hear more details so that it can 

be followed up. 

Once the patient explains, you can then inform/reassure the Patient that X was following 

Practice Policy and if they are still upset, direct them to the Practice Complaints Policy. 

◆ I am surprised to hear that, but let me know what happened and maybe there is a 

valid explanation as to why this happened. 

◆ I know it is difficult for everyone right now but we are having to implement these 

new policies to protect the Doctors, staff and all of our Patients. 

Aggressive patients:  

They will try and bully you into an argument, but your role here is to stay calm and 

unemotional. An emotional response from you – irritation, laughter or anger – will only 

fuel their attack and potentially cause a situation to escalate.  

◆ Speak softly and abstain from being judgemental 

◆ Put a little more physical distance between yourself and the patient and avoid 

intense eye contact which could be seen as provocative 

 

◆ Be in control of the situation without seeming either demanding or overly 

authoritative 

◆ Show your intention to rectify the situation rather than reprimanding the patient 

for their behaviour 

◆ Defy Logic - An angry patient won’t respond to logical arguments, so try to resist 

the temptation to reason with someone who is clearly in a terrible temper. It’s 

also important in situations like these to not resort to all-out grovelling if the 
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practice is not at fault.  

Accepting responsibility is irreversible and could do the practice damage, as well as 

your own reputation. What you can do, however, is empathise and acknowledge and 

offer what immediate action you can (if any) to rectify the situation. Make a note of all 

complaints received, formal or informal – this includes patients storming out of hanging 

up on phone calls. 

Rise Above It 

Patients can be rude and downright insulting on a bad day but do not take it personally!! 

Refrain if possible from letting them know what you think of them or how they’ve made 

you feel. Stay professionally detached and see this objectivity as your ‘protection zone’ 

from hurt. Ignore their rudeness and you may find that, with no visible impact, their 

insults start to die down. Equally, treating an angry adult like the adult they are – despite 

the toddler tantrum they’re throwing – should encourage them to gently return to adult 

form if you’re consistent enough with it. Patronising, belittling treatment will only inflame 

that childish rage. 

The most important thing to remember is that the Patient is not angry with you, 

they are just using you as a vehicle for their anger. 

Patients complaining about fees / having to pay for something "when I have a full 

Medical Card, Messages on phone, website, automated email all help to reinforce your 

Practice policies to patients. Reinforcing the message and everyone singing from the  

same hymnbook. Publish your fees and let them know what is covered and what is not 

covered. Publish your fees with 2 columns, Private & GMS 

Example Scenarios 

Complaints - "This wouldn't have happened in the previous GPs/Secretary’s time / 

I've been coming here for xx years / When the previous GP/Secretary was here, 

he/she would have done it...." 
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◆ Listen, empathise, repeat, record and let the patient know that you are listening 

to their grievance and taking note of same.  Re-assure them that you will pass 

their complaint to the appropriate person in the Practice to deal with and let them 

know when they should expect to hear from somebody by phone/email/letter.   

◆ Have a protocol to deal with certain patients – there are always going to be 

patients that are ultra-demanding and very difficult to either treat or please. 

◆ It is so important to have very detailed notes when dealing with Patient 

Complaint.  Sometimes this may mean repeating the complaint back to them so 

that you fully understand their grievance. 

Third party seeking results 

This should be a simple one to deal with if they are asking for someone else’s results 

without consent. 

Asking for "a chat" with the doctor;  

As discussed, we need to alleviate in as far as possible the ‘chat’ with the Doctor. 

Patients should be offered either a phone consultation or a face to face consultation.   

If they continue to insist, let them know that you are happy to take some details and 

pass the message on to their GP. 

asking to pass information to the doctor; advocating / arguing / asserting "on 

behalf of patient" 

This can be difficult in certain situations, if for example it is a carer for the patient, they 

should be on record as having the authority to represent the Patient. In situations where 

patients are not in a position to represent themselves, there should be a policy around  

this that under GDPR legislation, you are only allowed to discuss Patient details with the 

Patient or a nominated third party.   
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Passing information on to the Doctor:  Depending on what information is being 

passed to the Doctor, it could be that you will need to inform X patient that they will 

need to make an appt with their GP. 

Swearing / aggression / bullying or abusive language / shouting: on phone or in 

person 

When someone is being aggressive on the phone. Let them know firmly but respectfully 

that you are going to end the call for now, confirm their contact details and tell them and 

let them know that either you or the Practice Manager will call them back.  

"If something happens to me / my relative, I will hold you accountable"  

I understand that you are upset and I am going to pass this information on to the GP or 

Practice Manager.   

Patients complaining / giving out: perception of 'getting their way' Especially if 

patient is persistent, and what they wanted is ultimately given/done 

This is such a common scenario.  The only effective way to properly deal with situations 

like this to have policies around it.  In so many Practices, it is common to have staff 

working part time, job share etc and Patients often use this to get their own way by 

saying Mary always does this for me.  We all know that Patients can be very 

 

manipulative. 

I feel very strongly that Patients need to be told the same messages on Practice 

Policies over and over again whether through waiting room screens/notice boards 

Social Media, Website, email, phone on hold messages etc  

When new patients join the Practice, this is a good opportunity to have a separate sheet 

with Practice policies around appts, prescriptions, forms, calls to GP etc or signpost  
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them to your website. When filling out a new patient registration form, they can sign that 

they understand the Practice Policies. 

How to say No – politely, professionally, but closing down the conversation. 

Empathize & where appropriate sympathize with the Patient – show them that you care 

about their complaint and that you are listening. Sometimes you can use a simple tool 

such as repeating back what they have told you to reassure them that you are listening 

to them.  

For example, I had to call the Practice 5 times and nobody answered and then when I 

got through I was put on hold for another 10 mins 

Response: I am sorry that you had difficulty getting through. The phones have been 

exceptionally busy today and I can appreciate how frustrating that must be for you when 

you were trying to contact us. How can I help you today? 

Staying calm is often the key to stopping situations get out of control.  By retaliating you 

will just add fuel to the fire.   

DO NOT TAKE IT PERSONALLY –It is often the default that if we feel we are being 

disrespected that we will react defensively. You are just the person that they are venting 

frustration on. It doesn’t make it acceptable but in order to stay calm you have to 

remember that you are the professional .   

If you adopt this attitude with all patients, it will help you to deal with them more 

effectively. 

 Ask them calmly to explain why they are stressed  

 Arguing with them is never going to resolve a situation particularly if they are riled 

up over something. 

 Form a connection:  I can see that you are very upset/stressed angry. Let me 

know how I can help. 
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 What can I do to help you? 

 What can I do to improve this? 

 What would be a good outcome for you from this situation? 

Aggressive Behaviour by phone 

I’m afraid that we are not going to resolve this situation on this call so I am afraid I’m 

going to have to terminate this call ensuring that you take their contact details if 

possible. 

Aggressive Patient in Person 

✓ Keep your voice low 

✓ Acknowledge – I can see that you are upset/angry/frustrated 

✓ How can I help 

✓ How would you like to see this resolved? 

✓ What outcome would you like from this? 

✓ When all else fails, advise them of your complaints policy if they wish to make a 

formal complaint. 

Take a break from the desk/phone. There are times when the front desk in a Practice 

can be extremely stressful and when you are stressed, you will inadvertently have a 

stream of patients and phone calls that will add significantly to this stress.  

Where possible, staff should rotate in the main reception area.  Its okay to ask for help – 

sometimes when you are trying to deal with a difficult situation, ask the patient to take a 

seat and contact the PM or another person in the Practice to help you deal with a 

situation.  Trying to deal with conflict or aggression will always require you to be calm 

and assertive and it is better if at all possible to be able to take a step back from it to 

deflate the situation. 
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Active Listening 

✓ Remember the value of Active Listening 

✓ Remain Calm. When dealing with trying patients, the best approach is to remain 

calm. ... 

✓ Engage in Conversation. Try to draw out the patient's feelings by engaging in 

conversation. ... 

✓ Be Empathetic. One of the quickest ways to calm an angry or difficult patient is 

by being empathetic. ... 

✓ Avoid Arguing. ... 

✓ Set Boundaries. ... 

✓ Shake it Off. 

Is it them or you? -- Figure out if it really is the patient or something that is 

coming from within yourself and your life. 

It’s not always about the patient. There might be a lot of things going on at work that 

cause you to become more stressed and therefore find it difficult to tolerate certain 

patient behaviour. 

Acknowledge the situation – Sometimes, you just have to speak out loud about the 

tension. Say something like -- “I feel like we are getting off on the wrong foot.” 

Ground yourself – Whether it’s yoga, running or some other exercise, Take breaks and 

try to get some fresh air or a cuppa. 

 

Try to Look at the problem from a patient’s perspective – If a patient is screaming at 

you or getting angry, it might just be their fears coming out,  

Let them tell their story – Providing an opportunity and the time for a patient to tell 

their story and delving into how they have come to this point can help their distress,  
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Avoid defensive posture – “It’s not about me. It’s about the patient,” “This kind of 

thinking will help you through many situations. Refrain from thinking about your 

feelings.” 

Find opportunities for empathy – It makes the patient feel as if you are really trying to 

understand them and that you care.  

Set Boundaries – If someone is using profanity at you or screaming at the top of their 

lungs, you should set limits, “There are certain things that we allow here, and in order to 

continue to talk to you, you cannot use that language. It may be better for you to leave 

the Practice for a while to give you time to calm down.” 

Realign your body language – When you start to get frustrated because you’re not 

making progress with a patient, take some deep breaths.  If the patient is becoming 

demanding, and you are getting frazzled, those energies need to be refocused. And 

when you do that, your body language realigns. 

Find extended help for the patient – If you feel something else is needed to help this 

patient through their anger, emotional breakdowns or other difficulties, you can signpost 

them or reassure them that they will be contacted by the PM or GP. 

Triggers for difficult or angry patients 

 Stress 

 Anxiety 

 Pain 

Anyone working in a frontline role in primary care will be aware that having to handle 

difficult patients in a GP practice is ‘just part of the job.’ There are many reasons why 

patients may become challenging, aggressive or uncooperative, and having a better 

understanding of those reasons is key. 

 



                             

GMIT Innovation Hub, GMIT, Dublin Road, Galway H91 DCH9 

Parkway House, Old Airport Road, Cloghran, Co Dublin K67 P5C7 

P (087) 405 1600      E asumpta@bestpractice.ie   W www.bestpractice.ie  
 

 

Practice receptionists that feel confident to handle even the most challenging 

circumstances if and when they arise are a true force to be reckoned with – it’s amazing 

to watch the difference it makes in action. 

Let’s remind ourselves why some patients become difficult 

There are several causes of patients becoming challenging. These include: 

 Being in pain or unwell 

 Misuse of substances or alcohol 

 Distress, anxiety and fear 

 Difficulties in communicating 

 Frustration and unrealistic expectations 

 Having had a previously poor experience 

 Feeling that they are not being heard 

Difficult behaviour may take a number of different forms including: 

 Being controlling or demanding 

 Being unwilling to listen or cooperate 

 Making threats or verbal abuse 

 Becoming physically violent to property or people 

Identifying The Nature Of The Problem                                                                                                                       

The first step in diffusing an aggressive or difficult patient is to identify the source of 

their problem. Is their behaviour due to their medical condition? Or perhaps they are 

frustrated due to their dissatisfaction with the service.  

Viewing The Situation From The Patient’s Perspective                                                                                                

It can be really difficult for those in the firing line to stay calm and patient when someone 

is in full-throttle complaint mode but it’s important to step back and view the situation 

from the patient’s perspective. Even just giving the difficult patient the opportunity to  
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express themselves and get their thoughts off their chest often helps to relieve their 

distress.                                              

Taking A Helpful Stance                                                                                                                                                     

Rather than having a defensive posture when dealing with challenging patients, it’s 

important to avoid this. Instead, finding opportunities to show empathy for the patient’s 

circumstances is essential, and showing a little compassion goes a long way towards 

helping patients feeling that you genuinely care. Even just moving away from the 

reception desk and asking them to speak to you privately in the corridor away from 

other patients, can make a real difference. 

Setting Boundaries                                                                                                                                                

Although it’s important to show caring for even the most difficult patient, it’s important to 

set boundaries and limits if someone is being totally unreasonable.  

                                                                                                                                                                           

Assessing The Risks 

Sometimes, there may be situations in which other patients or staff members could be 

at risk. It’s important to be able to spot when a patient may become aggressive and to 

take proactive steps to control the situation. Eg: Panic Button or a Practice policy for 

emergency situations. 

People are getting increasingly more impatient.                                                                         

There are some things that Patients are now beginning to accept, however, there is 

more work to be done in educating them. 

Reinforcing the message with Patients - Medical Healthcare Practices are always going 

to be higher risk in that you have an obligation towards looking after Doctors, staff and 

ensuring that the environment is safe for Patients. How are we going to communicate 

this to our Patients. 

 



                             

GMIT Innovation Hub, GMIT, Dublin Road, Galway H91 DCH9 

Parkway House, Old Airport Road, Cloghran, Co Dublin K67 P5C7 

P (087) 405 1600      E asumpta@bestpractice.ie   W www.bestpractice.ie  
 

 

This requires a whole Practice approach rather than just giving tools to reception to 

deal with various issues as they arise. 

It is so much more powerful when we have a better understanding of what each others 

challenges are (the whole Practice Team) as this helps to have a more unified 

approach when dealing with things as they arise. Discuss some common scenarios at 

Practice Meetings. 

This can be more challenging as we are doing much of our communication, certainly 

from a Medical Receptionist point of view over the phone and we cannot always make 

that same connection with our Patients  

Active Listening 

Listening is going to be the Key skill needed by everyone and by really listening to what 

the patient is saying, it may help us to respond to them more appropriately.  This does 

need a lot of practice, that and  being able to ask Patients certain questions that will 

give you a better understanding of what their actual issue is. 

A lot of conflict comes about when people feel like they are not being listened to. I  know 

that if I reflect on some of my own experiences when I have been frustrated or angry 

that it generally happens because I do not feel that I have been listened to. 

We discussed COVID Fatigue and I think we now need to stop apologising for how we 

are operating to Patients and be more assertive in some respects. 

We talked about a common language around handling calls where some people will 

rebel or challenge policies. 

Ultimately, we need to change the Patient expectation that they need to be seen 

by their Doctor on demand 
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There was a big concern around Patients not listening, which leads to asking the 

question, how are we communicating to them? There is one major challenge here in 

that Patients have built up expectations over many years.  Within General Practice, 

there is the general problem of high expectations amongst patients and it will take 

perseverance and Patients being told in many different ways what your processes, 

policies and protocols are. 

Finding a language and a methodology to communicate your message is so essential. 

What we may perceive as obvious is not always obvious to the Patient and we cannot 

assume that they understand what we are saying.  People are conditioned to filter 

information in different ways so they can often put their own meaning on something. 

To protect ourselves, we need to be sure that they are very clear on what we are trying 

to communicate. 

Tools to communicate effectively can be  

 Phone messaging 

 Automated email responses 

 Social Media 

 Website 

 SMS Messaging 

Patients need to continuously hear the same message in order for it to be heard 

 Tell them 

 Tell them what you’ve told them 

 Tell them again 
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The Irrational Patient 

Typical Responses 

✓ I am sorry but the Practice Policy is 

✓ I would love to be able to do that for you but unfortunately the Practice Policy is 

✓ I would love to be able to facilitate you…. 

✓ I understand and appreciate that you are frustrated but unfortunately I cannot 

The Power of Silence 

Sometimes, we try to overcompensate when we cannot give patients the answers that 

they want to hear.  We have the tendence to over explain. When you are offering 

patients various options or you have offered a solution to a grievance, then once you 

have spoken, try saying silent for a few seconds. 
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Internal Communications – Practice Meetings 

Request a Practice Meeting to agree how communications should happen in your 

individual Practices. 

1. Regular Practice Meetings with structured agenda 

a. Communication (example – flu vaccine campaign) 

i. What is important to know – what questions are being asked 

ii. Who needs to know it 

iii. Who is involved  

iv. How you should ideally hear about it? (email or through Practice 

Management software) 

v. Who has agreed it 

b. Agenda Items 

i. What is the Agenda Item 

ii. Who is responsible for doing it 

iii. Is there more than one person involved   

iv. When does it need to be done by 

v. Who has overall responsibility to follow up 

c. Patient Communication 

i. Why do patients get annoyed/frustrated 

ii. Bring up examples 

iii. How can you avoid it 

iv. What is our Practice policy on X, Y, Z 

v. What is the source of the problem 

vi. Often a patient reaction comes about because they are getting 

mixed messages 

NB: It is very important to have a manageable agenda for any Practice meeting so that 
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you can get agreement or action on items. 

 

Examples of Practice Policies 

Blood Results 

If Patients are clear on what the Practice Policy is, the Practice can better manage 

Patient expectations. 

Example: In my GP Practice, when I have a blood test, I am told that I will get my results 

within 2 weeks via SMS Message.  They also say if I haven’t heard from the Practice by 

X Date, to call the Practice. This puts some responsibility back on me. 

Whatever way you choose to manage blood results, agree this and make it a Practice 

Policy. 

With any new policy, it is important to review it regularly and to ensure that 

everyone is aware of what the Practice Policy is. 

Prescriptions 

Many Practice now have policies of at least 48 hours. This should be clearly 

communicated across all channels. 

External Communications 

Current phone messages 

What are patients hearing now – call your Practice and listen to the message – could 

this be improved. What are Patients hearing? 

Mandatory Messages 

This is a message that all Patients must listen to before the call rings through to the 

Practice.  This can be used to signpost patients to your website for example if you have 
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a facility to order prescriptions or certs. 

 

It is also a good tool to communicate FAQ’s (Frequently asked questions) A current 

example might be around the flu and covid vaccine or signposting patients with certain 

symptoms to undertheweather.ie. 

Managing Patient expectations often comes down to clear communication and strong 

Practice Policies. 

When they get mixed messages, this is when they often get upset. 

Managing difficult Patient behaviour 

There has to be a clear policy around this. If Patients are aggressive with any members 

of the Practice Team, then this need to be followed up by either the Practice Manager 

where one is in place or one of the GP Principals.   

There are always going to be difficult people and as outlined earlier in the notes, please 

do not take it personally.  However, it is always important to work back to try and 

establish what causes a patient to complain or to get frustrated. 

We talked a lot about how when an issue presents, is it the problem or is a symptom of 

a bigger problem. 

Websites 

Websites are now becoming more important than ever as Patients can get a lot of 

information that they need through your Practice Website. If you have a website, 

patients can be told about this through the mandatory message on your phone. 

The Website can be used for many things; 

• Information 

• Prescription requests 
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• Cert Requests 

• Booking Appointments (You can start with specific appointment types) 

• List of services 

• Pay for consultations 

  

 


