
Dealing with angry patients
and family members

You’re the bearer of bad news; the paƟent is angry or 
upset about what’s happened, not with you. 

A delay in diagnosis or treatment is really hard to handle, 
especially from a centre they have great trust in. 

Try not to give an explanaƟon unless it’s asked for, as it 
can feel like defensiveness and an aƩempt to jusƟfy 
what’s happened.

Breaking bad news 
(like cancelling appointments)

Communicating with angry patients
What if the patient is crying?

What if a referring professional gets angry?

Apologise first, and use ‘we’ rather than ‘I’ 
whenever possible

Use a word or phrase like ‘unfortunately’ or ‘I’m afraid’
or ‘I’m so sorry’ before menƟoning the ‘cancellaƟon’

Use words like ‘delay’, ‘postpone’ or ‘reschedule’
instead of cancellaƟon - they are less negaƟve

Say out loud the emoƟon you hear from the paƟent, 
including anger, and empathise with the experience

How it might go:

It is important to acknowledge the paƟent’s anger 
by naming it. 

What if the patient has mentioned making a 
formal complaint?

Only give an explanaƟon if the paƟent asks for one, 
as it may come across as jusƟficaƟon.  If you are asked, 
the simpler the explanaƟon, the beƩer:

Again, acknowledge their emoƟon and say you share it.
Give a brief explanaƟon if asked for one.

acknowledge their feelings, and apologise

for the delay.

In summary:

This guide offers more Ɵps on
how best to communicate in these
difficult situaƟons.

More help...

Please don�t take anger 

personally, even if the paƟent
 is swearing. 
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“I can hear how angry you are about 
the delay...”

2Following this acknowledgment, apologise.

“We are so sorry this has happened and 
sincerely apologise for puƫng you 
through this.  We will be in touch with
a new appointment as soon as we can”

“Should you wish to take this further, 
which we understand, please do contact
PALS, who will guide you...again, we are
sorry that this has happened and that 
you have suffered as a consequence.  
We do apologise.”

“...and I’m really sorry, but unfortunately the
appointment we had scheduled for you is one of those
that’s been affected. We do apologise.  We are doing 
everything we can to get you a new appointment date
 as soon as possible.”

“I can hear how angry you are - and hear your worries;
and you’re right, it’s not acceptable.  We can only 
apologise for you having to go through this.  
We’ll be back in touch as soon as we can.”

“We are so sorry to be contacƟng you.  Unfortunately, 
due to unforseen circumstances, we are having to
postpone many appointments for PET/CT scans...”

(slight pause)

(pause for response)

“I can hear how upset you are, and can only apologise
for the upset, distress and worry this delay has caused 
you.  We will be back in touch as soon as possibe.”

“unfortunately, due to circumstances beyond our 
control, we have a technical failure and are unable to 
carry out the scan.  We’re doing our best to recƟfy 
the situaƟon.”

We’re angry/frustrated too.  It’s really distressing for 
the paƟents, and we sincerely apologise for this 
happening...unfortunately, we’ve had an unforeseen 
technical issue which we’re doing our best to ensure 
doesn’t happen again.  We’ll be in touch with the 
paƟent as soon as we can with a new appointment 
Ɵme - please rest assured we are doing all we can.”

“I can hear how angry you are”

(slight pause)

Only when the emoƟon has been named, along with
 an apology, will the paƟent start to calm down.


