
 
 
Doctor’s Notes, The Good, The Bad and The Ugly – Dr. Haider Hasnain 
 
As an Occupational Health Physician and Family Physician and working at an Urgent 

Care type of Walk-In Clinic I have been asked to provide a perspective on Doctor’s 

notes. Historically, doctor’s notes gave valuable information regarding an employee’s 

ability or inability to work. Employers trusted the information given by the doctor. 

Unfortunately over time, the value and validity of doctor’s notes has decreased to the 

point that some are almost disregarded by the employers. 

As an occupational health physician, I am sometimes quite surprised by what appears on 

some doctor’s notes. With the advent of multiple walk-in clinics, it seems that getting a 

doctor’s note is as simple as having a few dollars in your pocket. A colleague recently 

wagered that he could get a medical note for one week off work by visiting no more than 

three walk-in clinics. With a twenty dollar fee, he was able to get the note at the very first 

clinic he visited. 

Doctor’s notes are considered to be a medico legal document by the CPSO (College of 

Physicians and Surgeons of Ontario) and must not reveal anything of a confidential 

medical nature. They can be used in court and the doctor is legally responsible for what 

he/she has written. A properly done doctor’s note protects the employee’s/patient’s health 

and is of value to the employer. 

Over the last eight years, it seems that the requests for doctor’s notes have increased. The 

reasons for this are several in my opinion and include: 

1. Increasing employee absence from the workplace. 

2. Increased requests for modified work. 

3. Increasing demand from the employer documenting the necessity of every 

absence from the workplace. 

4. Increased stressors on employees not only from their workplace, but also from 

the fast pace of life in general. 

5. Unfortunately, only a small percentage of the work force accounts for a large 

majority of the demands for notes. This affects everyone. 

Doctors never asked to be the gate keeper for employee attendance. By definition, a 

doctor is an advocate for the patient and not a policeman for the employer. Determining 

disability is matching the employee’s capabilities to the workplace and most clinics as 

well as family doctor’s have a difficult time ascertaining this. A medical note is a medical 

note is frequently an echo of the employee’s request. 



Request for a doctor’s note necessitate a visit to a physician (office, clinic or emergency 

room) and this in turn increases OHIP billings sometimes unnecessarily. Legitimate 

absence or work modification due to illness or injury is not an issue. Often employees 

seek notes for absence after the event i.e. “I had the flue and wasn’t able to work for the 

last three days.” Unless the physician really knows his patient, it is difficult to determine 

whether legitimacy exists. 

It should be said that employees have a responsibility to attend work regularly and not be 

absent for superficial reasons. Employers with high absence and injury rates must take a 

good look at their work environment, not only for the safety of the workplace but also to 

improve employee satisfaction and job security. 

Physicians should not substantiate absence for issues for which they have little or no 

knowledge. Any notes they write (and charge a fee) they are responsible for and should 

be prepared to back them up if necessary. Legitimate notes from physicians will be a 

large step in remedying the situation. 

A standardized work note, not just “unfit for work” written on a prescription pad may be 

helpful. It is difficult to argue with a patient about the legitimacy of an absence after the 

fact. Such a standardized work note may more accurately reflect a physician’s knowledge 

of the patient’s illness/injury. 

Occupational health physicians play an important role in this regard. With the new 

privacy legislation expected soon, informed consent from the employee would allow an 

occupational health physician to help determine validity of an absence or disability. This 

approach is likely to become more common in the future. In conclusion, it is important 

that doctor’s notes improve to help the fiscal and personal responsibility of both employer 

and employee. 
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