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Introduction

The therapeutic nurse-client relationship is one of 
the building blocks on which nursing practice is 
built. Registered nurses (RN) are expected to 
behave, interact and communicate in a profes-
sional manner and demonstrate professional 
presence at all times. Boundaries are the defining 
lines which separate the therapeutic behaviour of 
an RN from any behaviour which, well intentioned 
or not, could reduce the benefit of nursing care to 
clients. Boundaries give each person a sense of 
legitimate control in the therapeutic nurse-client 
relationship. It is the RN’s responsibility to deter-
mine when actions or behaviours deviate from 
established boundaries and shift the nurse-client 
relationship from being therapeutic, to being 
non-therapeutic or non-professional in nature.

The term client reflects the range of individuals and/or groups with whom 
RNs have interactions with and can include individuals, families, groups, 
populations or entire communities as well as students, colleagues and other 
health-care professionals.
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What are professional boundary crossings?
Any action or behaviour that deviates from an established 
boundary within the therapeutic nurse-client relationship.  
Even when an action or behaviour appears appropriate, it is 
not acceptable when it benefi ts the RN’s personal needs 
rather than the needs of the client. 

Examples include:

• Physical abuse
• Verbal abuse 
• Emotional abuse
• Sexual abuse
• Financial abuse
• Neglect
• Insensitivity to religious and cultural 

beliefs and values

What is abuse?
Abuse is the misuse of power or a betrayal of trust, 
respect or intimacy between the RN and the client 
which the RN knows or could be reasonably expected to 
know could cause physical, emotional or spiritual harm 
to the client.

What is Neglect?
Neglect involves exhibiting behaviours towards clients that 
may be reasonably perceived by the client, or others to be a 
breach of the professional’s duty of care.

What do I do if I have a concern?
Professional boundaries are a complex issue. Competent and 
caring registered nurses can make mistakes. If you are 
concerned about a particular behaviour or relationship with a 
client, ask:

• Is it consistent with the Canadian Nurses Associations 
Code of Ethics for Registered Nurses?

• Is it consistent with the NANB Practice Standard: 
Therapeutic Nurse-Client Relationship?

• Is it consistent with your duty to act in the best interest of 
your client?

• Does it promote client autonomy and self-determination?

• Is this a behaviour or interaction you would want other 
people to know you had engaged in with a client?

Early intervention prevents client 
harm and can help registered nurses 
and others deal with professional 
boundary concerns eff ectively.

• Is the behaviour consistent with the role of RNs in the 
setting?

If you answered “no” or “I don’t know” to any of these 
questions, remember that it is your responsibility, not the 
client’s, to maintain the therapeutic relationship.

To protect the client from harm, you must 
stop the behaviour.
Talk to your immediate supervisor and get advice on how to 
proceed. Use the confi dential services of the NANB’s practice 
department to help you decide how to deal with the situation.

If you are concerned about the relationship between a 
colleague and a client, your responsibility is still to protect 
the client. Collect the facts of the situation. If you can, 
discuss your concerns with your colleague. If you are unable 
to speak to the RN directly, the next step is to speak to the 
immediate supervisor. Identify the actions you expect will 
occur to resolve the situation. Do not allow a problem or 
situation to persist uncorrected.

The earlier you act, the more likely that either situation can 
be resolved before any harm comes to the client or the 
registered nurse.
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