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Acknowledgement of Country

We acknowledge the Traditional Custodians of the land we 
are meeting on for their continuing connection to land, sea, 
community and culture. We pay our respects to their Elders 

past and present.
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Why do we regulate 
health practitioners?
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What regulation means to patients?

I notified Ahpra because of … the 
experience we had with a health 

professional …
and I was worried someone else 

might have the same experience.
- Notifier

I generally wouldn’t complain. 
I’m a hairdresser and I don’t 

know much about medicine, but 
I was out of my business for 

years because of what 
happened to me. I was appalled 

that things could go so badly. 
- Notifier

I didn’t want an apology or 
compensation. I had 

concerns about the safety 
of the way these people 

practice. - Notifier
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Meet your Board

Adjunct 
Professor 

Danforn Lim

Ms Dina 
Tsiopelas

Dr Johannah 
Shergis

Mr Craig Bennett 
AM

Mr Luke 
Hubbard

Ms Sophy Athan Ms Bing Tian Ms Stephanie 
Campbell



7

What’s the role of the Board?

Chinese 
Medicine 
Board of 
Australia

registers 
Chinese 
medicine 

practitioners

makes 
decisions 
about the 

outcomes of 
complaints

sets 
professional 

standards

develops 
codes and 
guidelines

approves 
standards for 

education
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Why are notifications important?

• allow patients, peers and employers to 
raise concerns

• enable us to talk with a practitioner about 
safety and professionalism 

• check there is no ongoing risk

• take protective actions where there is risk

• contribute to improving the quality and 
safety of healthcare.

Notifications
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Practitioners’ experience of a notification …

Of course there’s 
anxiety. 

It feels like your 
performance is being 

attacked.

I distinctly remember 
feeling very alone. 
I was terrified to 
speak to anyone 

about it.

I was just 
devastated. 

I had no idea what 
was going on.
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One practitioner’s experience of a notification
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From fear to facts to improve practitioner wellbeing



1. Many (good) practitioners receive a 
notification

2. Very few notifications are ‘career-ending’ 
for practitioners

3. If you do receive a notification, having 
support is very important

4. The Board wants you to look after your 
physical and mental health 
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Managing complaints and your wellbeing: Takeaways
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How do we hear from notifiers and practitioners?

Over 14,000 survey responses

119 semi-structured interviews with notifiers and practitioners

60% of responses are from practitioners



Practitioners Notifiers

The two groups see the experience differently
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What matters to practitioners and notifiers?

Fairness

Communication/
Transparency

Outcome

Timeliness

Fairness

Communication/ 
Transparency

Stress

Timeliness

Practitioners
  
 

Notifiers

How Can We Make Health Regulation More Humane? 
A Quality Improvement Approach to Understanding Complainant and Practitioner Experiences

Susan Biggar, Louisa M. Lobigs, Martin Fletcher, Journal of Medical Regulation (2020) 106 (1): 7-15
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What have we heard about practitioner wellbeing?
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Practitioner stress

9%

8%

15%

15%

51%

1-6 7 8 9 10

89% rated the experience 
as a 7-10

How stressful was the investigation for you? (1-10 scale)
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Understand contributors to 
distress in health practitioners 

undergoing a complaints 
process

Recommend improvements

Take actions

Aims of the work
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Results: What contributed to distress?

1. ‘Insult’ of the complaint

 2. Communication problems

 3. External factors and pre-existing conditions
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What protected against distress?

Personal and professional 
support systems

Positive staff encounters
Building a better 
understanding of 
regulation                     
(and notifications)



What practitioners say about support

‘The medical 
indemnity service … 
they were back to me 

pretty quickly, they 
were very supportive, 

so it wasn't a problem.’ 

Because of having 
the support, with 
family and with 
[partner], the 
process wasn't too 
hard at all.” 

‘Talk to a colleague, 
family member  or 
treating GP.’
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Protective: Positive staff encounters

‘It wasn't as traumatic as I 
thought. The whole team 
were really good and very 
clear with what they needed 
to know ... 

At no time did I feel that I 
was, like, victimised or 
anything like, it was all very 
considerate … to where I was 
at the time.’

Questions 
answered

Wanted more from staff 
(or someone)

GuidanceMentoring Tailored 
help

Phone 
check-ins



1. Many (good) practitioners receive a 
notification

2. Very few notifications are ‘career-ending’ 
for practitioners

3. If you do receive a notification, having 
support is very important

4. The Board wants you to look after your 
physical and mental health 
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Managing complaints and your wellbeing: Takeaways
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68% 
concerns are 

raised by patients 
or relatives 

21% about the 
treatment 
provided 

15% about not 
meeting legal 

obligations
74% 

result in no action 
being taken

Notifications - some data



25

• Clinical care: not explaining risks or 
documenting consent

• Not meeting legal obligations: not 
undertaking enough professional 
development, not ensuring adequate 
insurance

• Boundary issues: making comments of a 
personal or sexual nature to a patient or 
undertaking intimate examinations of 
patients without appropriate consent

What are the most common concerns raised?
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Case study 1

A patient complained to the Board that a Chinese medicine 
practitioner 
• prescribed Chinese herbs that caused them pain
• showed a lack of care to his concerns when he complained to 

the practitioner directly, and
• did not make records or issue receipts.

The practitioner provided a response to the complaint that 
included
• a signed consent form outlining the treatment and risks and 

benefits from treatment
• clinical records
• copies of emails exchanged with the complainant.

When Ahpra presented the information to the Board, the Board 
decided no action was required, because the practitioner had 
evidence of good practice

Image by xb100 on Freepik



1. Many (good) practitioners receive a 
notification

2. Very few notifications are ‘career-
ending’ for practitioners

3. If you do receive a notification, having 
support is very important

4. The Board wants you to look after your 
physical and mental health 
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Managing complaints and your wellbeing: Takeaways
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When the Board needs to take action …
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A patient complained that following treatment by acupuncture, they 
developed a pneumothorax

The patient told Ahpra:
• they were not warned that this was a risk of treatment
• when they raised concerns with the practitioner, the practitioner 

did not recognise that the symptoms were likely because of 
pneumothorax

On review of a response and records, it was clear that the patient 
had not been appropriately warned of the risks of treatment. The 
practitioner did not provide appropriate advice to urgently seek 
treatment after symptoms indicated pneumothorax.

The Board decided to impose conditions requiring the practitioner 
to make changes to their consent processes, recordkeeping and 
undertake further education about risks from treatments. 

Case study 2



1. Many (good) practitioners receive a 
notification

2. Very few notifications are ‘career-ending’ 
for practitioners

3. If you do receive a notification, having 
support is very important

4. The Board wants you to look after your 
physical and mental health 
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Managing complaints and your wellbeing: Takeaways





• Indemnity insurer
• Friends, family and peers
• Legal representative
• Your doctor (GP) or 

psychologist, if needed
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Supporting your wellbeing during a notification



Support services are available (Ahpra website)
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TIS NationalTEN – The Essential 
Network for Health 

Professionals
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Advice from other practitioners

‘Get help from your 
indemnity insurance 

and support from 
peers.’

‘Seek independent 
counselling for 
support if your 
professional 

association doesn’t 
provide that.’ 

‘Talk to other 
practitioners. You 
are not alone 
…Support from 
peers will help.’

‘Contact your 
colleagues, family 
for support. Speak 
with the Ahpra staff 
who are managing 
your notification.’ ‘Talk to your 

indemnity 
provider… and 
trusted friends 
and peers.’
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Improving practitioners’ notifications experience
• Closing the matter without contact with 

practitioner where possible

• Changing method of engagement 
(phone vs letter)

• Improving timeframes and updates

• Case discussions and strengthening 
practice

• Coming soon: practitioner portals



36

Know what is happening

The concerns

Where you practise

Your type of practice 

Your regulatory 
profile

Formal interview

Third party information (eg. 
employer or supervisor)

Case (peer-peer) discussion

Health records

Independent assessment

Witness statements

Written response 

In
fo

rm
at

io
n 

G
at

he
rin

g 



1. Many (good) practitioners receive a 
notification

2. Very few notifications are ‘career-ending’ for 
practitioners

3. If you do receive a notification, getting support 
is very important

4. The Board wants you to look after your 
physical and mental health (and a few 
words about mandatory notifications)
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Managing complaints and your wellbeing: Takeaways
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Your health is important: the code of conduct 

Maintaining your own 
health and wellbeing is 
built into the practitioner 

code of conduct
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Mandatory notifications

Fewer than 6% of all notifications 
are mandatory notifications
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• The practitioner advised us they had experienced a mental health 
breakdown resulting in them being admitted to hospital. They 
were diagnosed with depression and anxiety.

• A member of our health management team was assigned the case.

• The practitioner stated that the breakdown was situational and 
related to a negative work environment. They had good supports 
in place and were actively engaged in treatment.

• Treating practitioners indicated that they had a long-standing 
treating relationship with the practitioner. The treating practitioner 
had no concerns about their fitness to practice.

• The Board decided that no action was necessary as the practitioner 
was appropriately managing their health. 

• The notification was closed.

Case study 3  - Health-related matter 
 



Be prepared to respond to a notification

• Continuing professional 
development (CPD) targeting 
areas that are the most 
common areas for notifications 
in your practice area

• Pay attention to Board 
publications

• Patient-centred care, consent, 
experience

• Adopt best-practice policies for 
patient feedback and 
complaints



Advice for when a concern is raised
The dos: 
• Accept we are contacting you because we need to prepare relevant advice for 

a delegate – not because we have accepted you’ve done something wrong
• Engage (with Ahpra, indemnity providers) – together we will be the best 

sources of information about what is likely
• Get support (family, friends, close peers, doctors health programs)

The don’ts: 
• Don’t expect the worst outcome
• Don’t keep it to yourself
• Don’t avoid talking to your indemnity insurers 
• Don’t attempt to make a notifier withdraw a notification or complaint
• Don’t change patient records or documents 
• Don’t expect that the notification will be closed in a few days



• Our primary role is to protect the 
public.

• We aim to protect the public and 
support the wellbeing of 
practitioners involved in our 
processes.
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Protect the public and support practitioner wellbeing 
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