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Today’s Learning Objectives

▪ Describe  professional and legal 

obligations regarding informed discharge 

discussions

▪ Outline best practices when documenting 

discharge instructions

▪ Commit to one change in your discharge 

discussions to improve patient safety and 

decrease your medico-legal risk





Inadequate Discharge Instructions



Discharge instructions

▪ Symptoms or signs that forewarn of danger 

or require re-evaluation

▪ Seeking medical attention

– Where

– Urgency of response



Courts acknowledge that patients have certain 

duties and responsibilities for their own health.

A court decision may be contingent on clarity and quality

of the information provided by MD to patient.



Invariable practice vs documented instructions



Keep it broad…



… and be specific



F/U PRN – harder to defend

▪ Sx to return reviewed-

emphasized a,b,c….

▪ Where to seek care and 

urgency

▪ Diagnostic uncertainty

▪ Questions raised



Consider a read-back



Handouts support but don’t replace discussion

Document 

handout was 

reviewed and any 

questions raised



Can discharge instructions be delegated?



Pending investigations/ consults 

arranged and rationale for doing them



1. Consider ongoing care needs while patient waits

2. Inform patient of signs/symptoms to flag while 

waiting and document discussion

3. Report changes in patient condition to reassess 

urgency





Leaving against medical advice



What if they just sign the form?



Premature discharge

• Assessment of capacity to 

understand potential consequences

• Read-back if done

• Rationale for recommendations

• Efforts to resolve personal concerns

• Informed refusal

• If consent is obtained-consider 

involving family/ 2nd MD

• Welcome to return for re-evaluation



What about leaving without being seen?



Take home points

• Informed discharge discussions helps improve 

patient safety

• Verify patient understanding and take time to 

answer any questions

• Consider handouts or written instructions to 

supplement discussions, document review

• Document discussions including signs and 

symptoms that require reassessment, where to 

go, urgency of response and informed refusal if 

applicable



What is 1 area where you can improve 

your discharge instructions?
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