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SUMMARY

The Massachusetts Supreme Judicial Court held that a physician who is not a mental health

professional does not owe a third party a duty arising from a purported special relationship with the

physician’s patient. The court also declined to extend the limited duty recognized in Coombes v. Florio

to require a physician to warn a patient about the risks of driving resulting from an underlying medical

condition, rather than prescribed medication. Because the plaintiff could not establish that the

physician owed him a cognizable legal duty, summary judgment for the physician was affirmed.
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Medina appealed from the Superior Court's allowance of Hochberg's
motion for summary judgment. The Massachusetts Supreme Judicial

Court granted direct appellate review.

Summary judgment is reviewed de novo. Summary judgment is
appropriate when, viewing the evidence in the light most favorable to
the nonmoving party, all material facts have been established and the

moving party is entitled to judgment as a matter of law.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether a physician owes a nonpatient a duty to control the physician's patient based on a special

relationship between physician and patient.

2. Whether a physician owes a nonpatient a duty under ordinary negligence principles to warn the patient

about the dangers of driving posed by the patient's underlying medical condition.

3. Whether summary judgment was properly entered for Hochberg because he owed Medina no cognizable

legal duty.

HOLDINGS

1. A medical professional, other than a mental health professional, does not owe a third person a duty to
control a patient's conduct based on a claimed special relationship between the medical professional and

the patient.

2. A physician does not owe a duty to nonpatients to warn a patient of the dangers of driving posed by the
patient's underlying medical condition when the risk is not caused or increased by the physician's

affirmative treatment.

3. Hochberg was entitled to summary judgment because he owed Medina no cognizable legal duty.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“We conclude, as we did most recently in Leavitt v. Brockton Hosp., Inc., 454 Mass. 37, 42 (2009) (Leavitt),
that a medical professional (other than a mental health professional) owes no duty to a third person arising
from any claimed special relationship between the medical professional and a patient.” (465 Mass. at 103)

“In sum, we reject the dual bases presented by Medina for establishing a new duty, and conclude that a
physician does not owe a duty to nonpatients to warn his or her patients of the dangers of driving posed by a

patient’s underlying medical condition.” (465 Mass. at 111)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Robert D. Riskind had an inoperable brain tumor and was treated by neurologist Fred H. Hochberg. Riskind

experienced seizures, complied with a six-month driving restriction, resumed driving after an apparent period of
improvement, and suffered a grand mal seizure while driving on December 10, 2001. His vehicle struck Richard
Medina, who sustained serious injuries. Medina claimed Hochberg negligently failed to control Riskind or warn

him not to drive because of his underlying medical condition.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Medina was injured when Robert D. Riskind suffered a grand mal seizure while driving and struck Medina.
Medina later amended his complaint to assert negligence claims against Riskind's treating neurologist, Dr. Fred
H. Hochberg, alleging duties to control Riskind and to warn him not to drive. The Superior Court initially



allowed the amendment, but a different judge later granted Hochberg summary judgment on the ground that he

owed Medina no legal duty. The Supreme Judicial Court affirmed.
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