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Client Quote 

“When I was in the depths of despair, I got enormous support and heartfelt sympathy…really helped me 
through one of the most difficult times of my life.” 

 
 
 

Client Quote 
“It’s good to know there is someone to talk to who understands what we have gone through.” 
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Contact Information 

Address Telephone 

1st Floor Office Suites, 
29 Park Heights,  Grange Rath, 
Drogheda, Co Meath, A92 P8FP. 

Work:               +353 41 9845761 
Fax:                   +353 41 9804044 
Helpline:          +353 41 9843730 

Online Social Media 
Website:  www.dignity4patients.org 
Email:    support@dignity4patients.com 

Facebook: facebook.com/dignity4patients 
Twitter: @Dignity4patient  

Office Hours:      Monday - Thursday    09.30  -  17.00 

Other Details: 

CRA Number:  20074463 
CRO Number: 481850         
Charity Number: 19093 
Employers Number: 9739615N             

 

Board of Management & Staff 

Current Board Members 
Paul Murphy 
Paul Farrell 
Eve Farrelly  

Current Staff Members 

Adrienne Reilly 
Philip O’Donoghue 
Pat Murphy 
Catherine Smith 

 

Time Commitment & Board Meetings 
Our Board meet approximately 6/8 times per year in our office on the South Side of Drogheda Co. Louth. The 

meetings generally last about two hours. An agenda will be set for each meeting by the chairperson and secretary of 

the board. This agenda and the minutes of the previous meeting will be circulated to all board members prior to any 

board meeting. 

We are currently establishing sub committees who will meet between Board meetings as required. Board members 

liaise with the Chief Executive Officer as required by phone, Facetime & by email between meetings as do the sub -

committee members. The Chairperson of each sub-committee will report back to the Board at board meetings. 

As a small developing organisation board members are expected to provide a minimum of 6/8 hours service per 

month which will include some contact with other Board members and/or working independently. This time is 

generally in addition to board meetings. Board members can negotiate individual terms depending on their situation 

and/or as situations arise, but this is the general expectation. 

All board members must sign a commitment to adhere to the Dignity4Patients Code of Conduct. This code outlines 

the expected standards of behaviour for all board members and gives clear guidelines which must be adhered to. All 

board members must also commit to our Confidentiality and Non-Disclosure agreements. The Code of Conduct is 

included with this information pack. 
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Structure of Dignity4Patients 

 

 

 
Operations Manager – Job Purpose 

This role is to assist the CEO in the management of Dignity4Patients and its services. The Operations Manager will be 

responsible for maintaining complete records of Finance, Payroll and digital records and Board records. The 

Operations Manager will also have control over the development of Dignity4Patients CRM system Salesforce and 

other IT infrastructure. The Operations Manager will also support the CEO in ensuring development and adherence 

to policies and procedures. The Operations Manager will report on his work directly to the Chief Executive Officer 

and the Treasurer. 

 

Senor Advocacy Officer - Job Purpose 

The Senior Advocacy Officer will be responsible for delivering direct Client work through contact and case work with 

clients who access the service. The Senior Advocacy Officer must source and provide relevant information to 

empower clients in making informed choices for their individual healing and recovery. The Senior Advocacy Officer 

will work to facilitate safe and effective client contact with other agencies and services where necessary. Such 

options will include reporting incidents of sexual violence to apropiate authorities/agencies, obtaining medical 

records, following application and reporting processes and more. The Senor Advocacy Officer will report on his work 

directly to the Chief Executive Officer. 

 

Client Support Officer - Job Purpose 

The Client Support Officer will be responsible for Day to Day assisting in the Dignity4Patients helpline service. And 

provide telephone Information and support, Crisis Intervention, Suicide Prevention. The Client Support Officer 

must create accurate and comprehensive client records to assist in statistics and accountability and ensure all client 

interaction including referrals and legal documents are entered into the CRM Sales force database. The Client 

Support officer will report on her work directly to the Senor Advocacy Officer. 

 

Board of 
Management

Chief 
Executive 

Officer
Senior 

Advocacy 
Officer

Client Support 
Officer

Operations 
Manger

CE Staff
Information Co-

Ordinator & Funding 
RaisingOfficer
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About our Organisation 
Dignity4Patients’ is a patient support and advocacy organisation founded in 2008 by Ms. Bernadette Sullivan, a nurse 

and counsellor, as a result of allegations from traumatised patients of one former medical professional, since struck 

off the Medical Register. There was an evident need for someone to represent and advocate for these people as well 

as a need for support to alleviate the mental and emotional distress of the sexual abuse they suffered. Remarkably 

more than 200 people have contacted Dignity4Patients to seek support, advocacy and information into this one 

particular case in the North East and more than 50 people have filed indirect reports on behalf of others. 

Since its inception, Dignity4Patients has grown and now provides support and advocacy for any patient, anywhere in 

Ireland, who has been the victim of any form of sexual abuse by a healthcare professional. Dignity4Patients provides 

individual and group support, advocacy to support people in reporting and navigating their way through the 

healthcare system and the criminal justice system. Dignity4Patients also supports the families of those affected. 

Over the years, our work has caused us to have grave concerns in relation to the safety of patients as well as the lack 

of support and care afforded to them when their safety is compromised. There are processes and procedures which 

need to be put in place in order to safeguard and support those who are most vulnerable. Information and 

guidelines need to be given to all healthcare professionals in order to ensure their understanding of this complex 

issue and there needs to be a system in place to support them in upholding these guidelines. This is a very serious 

national issue which has not yet been adequately addressed by the relevant government bodies. Our health service 

needs to develop a zero tolerance when it comes to all inappropriate sexual behavior. 

Since the inception of Dignity4Patients in 2008 the charity has endeavored to engage with the HSE; the Department 

of Health; the Department of Justice; and the Medical Council of Ireland. 

Department of Health 
A positive response from health authorities to patient/victims is vital to the well-being and recovery of all affected. A 

negative response manifests in the patient/victims distinct symptoms of secondary victimization and compounds 

symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder in a significant number. This has been the experience of 

Dignity4Patients. We see and hear daily the distress caused to patient/victims by the failings and perceived failings 

of the Departments of Health and Justice and by the HSE. This has placed at risk, the health and safety of a number 

of patient/victims. 

Medical records are essential to processing criminal and civil complaints and are thus of significant importance to 

patients who have suffered the injustice of sexual violence. This significance is often not reflected in the initial 

response of hospitals and the HSE. In most cases, the unavailability of medical records causes immense distress to 

the patient/victims concerned. They feel that not only did they suffer the injustice of sexual assault whilst a patient, 

but the evidence to show that they were even there as a patient at that time, has not been preserved. This causes 

further erosion of trust in the HSE and medical institutions. Surely there must be a legal remedy or some action that 

could be taken by the department to put an end to this regular problem. 

Dignity4Patients has had frequent dealings with the Department of Health in relation to the sexual abuse of patients 

at Our Lady of Lourdes Hospital in Drogheda. We have called for an inquiry but instead of a full Inquiry, two reviews 

were carried out, which served a limited use but were an inappropriate and inadequate response to such vast and 

serious allegations. Subsequent to the second review, many of our clients were upset and frustrated by the process 

and requested copies of their transcripts from the Department of Health, under Freedom of Information, but they 

were refused. This issue has since been taken on by the Ombudsman, has been through the courts and is still 

ongoing. Some of our clients have taken the issue to the Data Protection Commissioner but have yet to have a 

satisfactory outcome. This situation is of huge distress to our clients, who once again feel they have been failed by 

the Department of Health; in fact, many clients feel angry and betrayed once again that the Department for Health is 

acting against them. 
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Department of Justice 
Dignity4Patients met with the Minister for Justice in December 2008, since then there has been various contact and 

correspondence with the Department but we have been unable to get a meeting with any subsequent Minister for 

Justice. Our relationship with the Department of Justice had yielded very little results. Dignity4Patients had 

requested funding from COSC and CSVC on many occasions and was turned down. For many years we were told that 

our issues were not related to justice and that CSVC and COSC only dealt with actual Victims. This constant rejection 

causes terrible distress to our clients as they feel that the Justice System is completely overlooking them and the 

terrible crime that has been committed on them. Many feel that Justice will never be theirs. Eventually in 2013, after 

representation from Politicians and a meeting with CSVC, we were granted a small fund of €10,000 to assist us in 

supporting clients who were currently before the courts is fund has been ongoing annually. Since 2021 after further 

representations to the Minister for Justice a larger funding package was awarded. Dignity4Patients now receives 

€95,000 from CSVC for Court support and accompaniment to clients. 

Although Dignity4Patients has had dealings with many helpful and efficient Gardaí over the years, it has also had 

some complaints from clients about their treatment by certain Gardaí. Some were told that their complaint was not 

necessary as there were already enough complaints against one particular consultant. Some even allege intimidation 

by certain Gardaí with regard to revoking their complaint against a particular consultant. 

In many cases Dignity4Patients and its clients have experienced what appear to be unnecessary delays in 

investigating complaints. 

One of our clients who reported a case to An Garda Síochána had to wait two and a half years before it went to the 
DPP and that was only after correspondence from Dignity4Patients querying the delay. Also clients have complained 
that they were not kept informed of the investigation and its progress, this omission contravenes the Victim Charter. 
Delays can and often do impact on the prosecution of cases and of course delays just prolong the trauma and 
distress for the victim. In one case we have clients waiting over 20 years for their alleged abuser to be successfully 
prosecuted. Some of the victims have since died without receiving the justice they deserved.  
 
Dignity4Patients had had many concerns relating to the prosecution or attempted prosecution of Doctors. All of 
these concerns have been forwarded directly to the DPP. 
 
 
Medical Council of Ireland 
‘Professional Misconduct’ defined in the Medical Council Guide to ethical conduct and behaviour as ‘conduct which 
doctors of experience, competence, and good repute, upholding the aims of the profession, consider disgraceful or 
dishonourable’. (5th edition 1998)  
It is a fact that doctors must always be guided by their primary responsibility to act in the best interests of their 
patients, without being influenced by any personal consideration. It is the view of Dignity4Patients that doctors who 
choose to support alleged abusers or who interfere with due process on their behalf are unprofessional and 
dishonourable.  
We feel that it was inappropriate that in one particular case in the North East, the complainants had to wait fourteen 
and a half years to have alleged abuser removed from the medical register.  
Dignity4Patients has had many client cases with the Medical Council with various outcomes both positive and 

negative. Clients require significant support during these hearings which can be very gruelling and traumatic. It takes 

significant resources to assist clients with such hearings, but clients have remarked to Dignity4Patients that without 

this assistance they would be unable to move forward with the difficult process. 

Client Quote 
“Before I got in touch with Dignity4Patients I was very withdrawn and was unable to talk about my 

situation but now I am more at ease with myself.” 
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Timeline of Dignity4Patients Work & Funding 

 

1994 
 

Initial Report made to Gardaí in relation to allegations of sexual abuse of patients at Our Lady of 
Lourdes Hospital. 

 Complaint made to Medical Council. 
 

1995 Bernadette Sullivan involved in bringing allegations of sexual abuse of patients at Our Lady of 
Lourdes Hospital to the attention of the Health Authorities. 
 

1996 A Review into the practices and procedures of Our Lady of Lourdes Hospital was established as a 
result of the activities of Bernadette Sullivan and the first complainant. 
 

1997 Hospital Consultant in District Court. 
2003 Hospital Consultant tried and acquitted in Dundalk Circuit Court. 
2008 A support group for patients alleging sexual abuse at the said hospital was officially established by 

Bernadette Sullivan. 
 Accused Doctor was struck off the Medical Register. Victim Support Statements were released. 
 D4P progressed from a small support group to a large comprehensive professional service 

providing support, information, referral services and advocacy services. Volume of service users 
increased by hundreds following radio interviews. 

 D4P meet with Minister for Justice to discuss the allegations of sexual abuse at Our Lady of 
Lourdes Hospital. 
 

2009 DOH Lottery Grant of €4,500 awarded to D4P in order to set up the organisation. 
 Prime Time Documentary relating to Our Lady of Lourdes Hospital & sexual abuse allegations. 
 Representatives of Dignity4Patients meet with Minister for Health. Requests again made for 

Inquiry. 
 The Minister for Health, the Cabinet and the Dept. of Health in response to calls for an inquiry 

agreed to conduct a second review. 
 A retired Judge T.C. Smyth was appointed to head the Drogheda Review. 

 
2010 Department of Health Lottery Grant of €171,890 awarded to D4P, primarily for employing staff to 

work with the Drogheda Review. 
 Drogheda Review Begins. 
 Some attendance had been completed, a number of attendees complained to D4P about certain 

aspects of the meetings. 
 D4P met with the Minister for Health and the Dept. of Health officials to address the outcome of 

the Review. 
 Funding to our services ended by the Dept. of Health. 

 
2011 DOH Lottery Grant of €69,000 awarded to D4P for Office Running Costs. Additional Information 

requested by the Dept. of Health. 
 Additional Information submitted to the Dept. of Health as requested. 
 Minister for Health meeting following intense media coverage of his comments on possible 

Inquiry. 
 Dignity4Patients left with 1 staff member to assist all clients some of whom were traumatised by 

the process and outcome of the Drogheda Review. Additionally many other clients and new clients 
continued to contact Dignity4Patients in need of support and information. 

 Complaint made by Dignity4Patients and a number of clients in relation to Drogheda Review to 
the Office of the Ombudsman. 
 

2012 HSE Funding of €22,500 awarded to D4P for Office Running Costs. 
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 Transcript applications were made by clients to the Dept. of Health. All requests were refused. 
Clients requested an Internal Review. These requests were also refused. Clients applied to the 
Information Commissioner. Investigator assigned. 
Civil settlements received by approximately 112 clients of Dignity4Patients in large group action. 
In addition some single settlements were received. 

 Hospital Consultant charged with 25 counts of sexual assault. 
 Criminal Court proceedings against Hospital Consultant limited bail conditions set. Clients 

unhappy. 
 

2013 HSE Funding of €22,500 awarded to D4P for Office Running Costs. 
 Hospital Consultant seeks Judicial Review. Review Granted. 
 Disclosure request received from Gardai in relation to criminal case. 

The Ombudsman secured a court order to order the Dept. of Health to hand over the transcripts 
of the Drogheda Review. Case was listed for mention in the High Court. 
 

2014 COSC Funding of €10,000 awarded to D4P for Support of clients in the Legal System. 
 HSE Funding of €22,000 awarded to D4P for Office Running Costs. 
 Shine Judicial Review Application heard in High Court. 
 The Courts ruled that the Drogheda Review transcripts are under the control of Mr. TC Smyth (the 

reviewer) and are not controlled by the Dept. of health. This decision is unsatisfactory as it has 
serious implications for the victims with regard to their personal information and for the Drogheda 
Review and for any future inquiries by the Dept. of Health. 

 The Office of the Ombudsman appealed the decision of the High Court and is considering its 
options. The Dept. of Health states that it will address the issue again if a conviction in the case is 
secured. This is unsatisfactory as a conviction is not guaranteed. 

 Some Drogheda Review attendees request transcripts from TC Smyth under Data Protection Act. 
 Some Drogheda Review attendees make complaint to Data Protection Commissioner. 
 Representatives of Dignity4Patients meet with Minister for Health. Now requesting national 

inquiry. 
 

2015 Representatives of Dignity4Patients meet with representatives of Dept. of Health to again request 
an Inquiry. 

 Shine Judicial appeal refused. He appealed the High Court decision to the Court of Criminal 
Appeal. 

 Draft decision in complaint to Data Protection Commissioner regarding transcript applications to 
Judge Smyth. Data Protection considering submissions from Judge Smyth’s legal team. 

 Court of Criminal Appeal hearing heard in November 2015. Decision delivered December 2015. 
Appeal lost except Court ruled that 6 cases must be withdrawn and re-submitted. 
 

2016 Date set for Criminal trial for February 2017. 
 Dignity4Patients re-visits disclosure request for criminal trial. 
 Six cases withdrawn and re-entered in the courts. Trial date given for November 2017. 
 Civil Cases delayed due to HSE appeal to come off record in Civil Cases. Hearing due in December 

2017. 
 

2017 HSE Funding of €100,000 awarded to D4P for Office Running Costs. 
 

2018 HSE Funding of €100,000 awarded to D4P for Office Running Costs. 
 

2019 Increase funding refused of €242,000, delayed HSE Funding of €100,000 awarded to D4P for Office 
Running Costs. First payment received in April of €22,500 after threat of service closure. 

2020 HSE Funding of €100,000 awarded to D4P for Office Running Costs of the Helpline service 
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2021 HSE Funding of €100,000 awarded to D4P for Running Costs of the Helpline service 
CSVC Funding of €95,000 awarded for D4P running costs and Court Accompaniment Service 
Founder resigned from the Organisation 
Hospital Consultant won an appeal against prosecution on grounds of delay, age, health etc 
100+ victims settlement agreement discarded due to insurance refusal to pay HSE legal costs. 

2022 HSE Funding of €100,000 awarded to D4P for Running Costs of the Helpline service 
CSVC Funding of €95,000 awarded for D4P running costs and Court Accompaniment Service 
 
Hospital Consultant released from prison and further 25 clients with pending criminal trial 
dropped by the DPP. Clients unhappy. 

 
 

Our Service 

 

Mission Statement 

 

To support victims and survivors in healing from the trauma of patient sexual abuse, to help them to seek justice, 

and enhance their empowerment. In doing this we aim to raise awareness of the risks of patient sexual abuse to 

professional services and the public in order to protect and prevent others from harm. 

 

Vision Statement 

A Healthcare system in which sexual violence and inappropriate sexual behaviour is met with a zero tolerance 

response, but when it does occur, victims and survivors have access to appropriate Support, Information and 

Advocacy to empower them and encourage resilience in their recovery. 

 

The Aims of Dignity4Patients are: 

• To provide support, advocacy & information services to patients who have experienced trauma, sexual abuse or 
other sexual boundary violations whilst a patient in any medical setting. 
 
• Work on behalf of patients (who have been subject to abuse in a medical setting) and their families. 
 
• Ensure that the patient’s autonomy and right to bodily integrity are preserved and that the dignity of each patient 
is valued. 
 
• Educate professionals in the health care system and the general public about the impact of sexual abuse on 
patients and the breach of professional boundaries. 
 
• Provide training and education in the prevention of sexual abuse of patients. 
 
• Prevent abuse of patients, particularly sexual abuse. 
 
In summary, our aims are to provide support to patients who have suffered sexual abuse and/or sexual boundary 
violations and to educate the public and Health Service to prevent such incidents. 
 
 
 

Client Quote 
“Without Dignity4Patients there would be no one to address the issues concerned and fight for justice for 
us all,”         
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Services 
Dignity4Patients provide the following frontline Advocacy support and information services in order to provide for 
the recovery and well-being of patients who are victims of sexual violence and/or other boundary violations, by 
health care professionals.  All services are available to spouses and family members of patients/victims. 

 
1. Support through providing a telephone helpline and support visits, by trained personnel for 

victims/patients of sexual assault and sexual abuse. 
 

2.  E-mail support for victims and their families. 
 

3. Support given by trained qualified Nurse/Counsellor which is of significant benefit directly to 
patients/victims . 
 

4. One to one appointments given to victims experiencing acute distress who are not currently 
receiving counselling support and referring on for same. 
 

5. One to one support,advocacy & information consultations. 
 

6. Information re available counselling support and other helpline support.  
 

7. Arranging fast track counselling appointments in cases of high risk through established links with 
other Agencies. 
 

8. Providing suicide prevention support where necessary, referring to suicide prevention agencies. 
 

9. Assistance and Information in applying for Medical records and assistance in reviewing same. 
 

10. Information provision to help patient victims  make informed decisions regarding their recovery 
needs and reporting options. 
 

11. Information leaflets on making a Garda complaint and providing a victim friendly system of 
reporting which we have established with the Gardaí. 
 

12. Information re Legal Rights. 
 

13. Liaising with Gardaí, Legal Advisors, Hospitals, Counselling Agencies, Government, Public 
Representatives, and many more on behalf of clients. 
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Advocacy Programme 

Dignity4Patients advocacy programme is an essential part of our client services. All assistance is driven by 
the needs of the individual clients. The Advocacy Officer acts in response to client needs in accordance 
with Dignity4Patients Policies and Procedures. The Dignity4Patients Advocacy Programme aims to 
empower clients to self-advocate where and when appropriate. In addition, the Advocacy Officer will refer 
clients to appropriate services i.e. RIAN, RCNI or additional Dignity4 Patients services as required. We assist 
clients in making applications to access medical records, make requests to the Data Protection 
Commissioner or the Ombudsman and any other agencies that are felt will support the client on their 
journey to recovery. 
 
Sometimes in the Health and Justice Systems there is not enough time for compassion and understanding. 
To our clients these systems can seem very complicated, it can seem impossible to be heard. 
Dignity4Patients advocacy services provide a listening ear and a powerful voice to all service users. Our 
advocacy service gives clients both emotional and practical support. 

We assist clients when reporting their alleged abuse to the relevant authorities, supporting them through 
the entire justice process. This is a very difficult time for clients and our support services are essential. 
Additionally Dignity4Patients advise clients of their right to pursue civil proceedings and inform them of 
their right to choose their own legal representation, supporting the client in whatever decision they make. 
To date we have assisted over 100 clients who have attained a civil settlements. 

Our Advocacy Team promotes patients’ rights and dignity. They guide clients through the confusing maze 
of the Health System and the Justice System with care and sensitivity. The support of our Advocacy Team 
ensures that clients are given the confidence to move forward and the voice to express themselves, it 
ensures that their issues are not overlooked. Our holistic approach means that clients benefit substantially 
from engaging with our Advocacy Team. 
 

Court Accompaniment 
Dignity4Patients  provide court accompaniment and support to clients when making Garda complaints and 
statements, attending Court and Medical Council hearings. In 2018 this service we provided to more than 
39 victims whose cases are currently before the criminal courts and 2 victims whose cases are with the 
Medical Council of Ireland. 
 

Benefits to Clients 
Dignity4Patients clients are people who when vulnerable through illness, injury or seeking medical advice, suffered 
trauma, as a result of sexually inappropriate behaviour by medical and health care professionals. Through our work  
Dignity4Patients is preventing and alleviating the following difficulties for patient victims and our community: 

 

Generational Impact of Sexual Abuse on Family Health Neglect through fear of re-abuse 

Isolation Anxiety 

Depression Self-Harm 

Addiction Chronic unresolved Anger issues 

Low Self Esteem Suicide 

Stress related illness Relationship difficulties 

Family Breakdown Sexual Abuse of Patients 
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Client Quote 
“The Dignity4Patients Group has made a great difference to my life. I spent 37 years running and hiding 

from myself. I now feel that I can live a normal life.”  
 

Our Funding Sources 
Our main source of Funding is provided by the HSE under Grant Aid Agreement (GAA). 
This funding covers our running costs and staff employment to provide support, advocacy and information services 
to 330+ victims of a hospital consultant who was based in the North East of Ireland and employed by Our Lady Of 
Lourdes Hospital. 
 
We also receive funding from the Department of Justice through the commission for Support Victims of Crime 
(CSVC). This funding is to provide Court Accompaniment Services to other victims of sexual violence in the health 
service and to support and assist them with crime reporting options, (Garda, Medical Council, HSE Complaints) court 
accompaniment and recovery options. 
 
We also organize a number of fund-raising events including two Flag Days, a church Gate Collection and enter a team 
in the annual Boyne 10K. 
 
 
 

Court Accompaniment 
Dignity4Patients provide court accompaniment and support to clients when making Garda complaints, attending 
court hearings, medical appointments and treatment centers. These services are being provided to patient victims 
whose cases are currently before the criminal courts. 
 
 

 
Volunteers 

All volunteers are interviewed, referenced, Garda Vetted and must sign Dignity4Patients confidentiality and Non-
Disclosure Agreements in addition to adhering to job description and volunteer policy. With the assistance of the 
Administration Support officer volunteers are trained and supervised by the Executive Director. 
 
 

 
Positive Characteristics 
The people working with Dignity4Patients and the organisation as a whole have a number of positive characteristics 
that participants felt helped them exceptionally. 
 
 

Client Quote 
“Truth, honesty, openness and confidentiality”. 

 
 
 

Client Quote 
“They were an independent organisation apart from the HSE…I could not speak to the HSE about this 

abuse. 
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Dignity4Patients Client Profile – 2019 
 
The total number of clients who have engaged with our service is 344 this figure is excluding the 25 of more callers 
we are prevented from working with under the HSE Grant Aid Agreement. In 2019 Dignity4Patients actively engaged 
with 207 individual clients. 

 
 
The first point of contact with clients is normally via helpline calls, emails and texts. Depending on staffing levels and 
the requirement of the clients, Dignity4Patients employs the most cost efficient and time efficient method of 
interaction with clients. An increase in texts in 2017 & 2019 is an example of when text contact is employed due to 
understaffing. 

 
 
The number of contacts performed by Dignity4Patients when to similar services, under the limitations of service and 
funding by HSE Grant Aid Agreement, out performs most services in volume of client contacts. The graph below 
excludes general contacts from running the service and related to client contact only.
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Excerpts from Independent reviews 
By:   Aherne, C. & Fitzgerald, N. Assistant Psychologists and 

Gargan, I. Forensic Psychologist & Doctor with    
 
There is little research examining levels of abuse or incidents of abuse by health care professionals. Findings of such 
incidents have not been widely publicised. Dignity4Patients was initially set up, by Ms. Sullivan and her team, as a 
result of allegations of abuse from traumatised patients of a medical professional and there was an evident need to 
represent and advocate for these people. A large number of cases of people allegedly affected, and who needed 
particular support, were identified by the founders of Dignity4Patients. Remarkably, more than 250 people have 
contacted Dignity4Patients, both directly and indirectly, seeking support, advocacy and information (Sexual Health 
Clinic, 2012). The organisation has grown since its inception and provides advocacy in support of any patients who 
have been victims of any cases of sexual abuse by health care professionals. 
 

Impact of Sexual Abuse  
Research has shown that experiences of sexual abuse may lead to a number of serious mental health problems 
including isolation, depression, addiction, stress related illness, family breakdown, anxiety, self-harm, suicide, 
domestic violence, low self-esteem and relationship breakdown (Auslander et al., 2002; Hemphill, 2010; Nehls and 
Sallmann, 2005). The impact of sexual abuse on future relationships within the victim’s family is particularly 
noteworthy as it can also have a generational impact on future family members (Nalavany & Ryan, 2008). 
Furthermore, Irish studies have shown a link between institutional child sex abuse and suicidal behaviour (O’Riordan 
& Arensman, 2007).  
There is evidence that incidents of physicians abusing patients do occur and such misconduct should not be 
tolerated. These incidents include “sexual impropriety” due to poor clinical skills, chauvinism, or abuse of the power 
relationship, and outright systematic sexual abuse (Society of Obstetricians and Gynaecologists of Canada, 2003). 
 

Rationale  
Governing bodies are appeased and there are regular disclosures made to the organisation about different cases of 
abuse. Those working within Dignity4Patients have a unique understanding of the intricacies of sexual abuse and the 
medical profession. The current study attempts to research the worth of Dignity4Patients and what kind of impacts 
the organisation has had on its clients. One of the core concepts in relation to the development of Dignity4Patients is 
that the organisation operates as an independent body; it is not associated with the national Health Service 
Executive (HSE) or any other organisation in Ireland. It was felt that there was a need for advocacy from a source 
outside of the HSE considering medical health care professionals generally reside within its structure. Clients, 
naturally, may feel untrusting towards support organisations developed within the HSE because their previous abuse 
was suffered at the hands of professionals within the organisation (Pack, 2009). Dignity4Patients, therefore, is an 
intermediary agency between the HSE, other agencies and patient/victims and their families.  
 
One of the most recognised problems with sexual abuse of medical patients by their physicians is an unwillingness to 
come forward with the details of such incidents for fear of not being taken seriously or being dismissed (Cermak & 
Molidor, 1996; DeMont, 1993; Hunter, 2010). Dignity4Patients provides a safe and supportive environment for 
victims of abuse in health care settings whereby some of the stigmas about coming forward. 
 

Method  
Anonymous questionnaires were given to approximately 30 clients of Dignity4Patients with 27 of them completed 
and thematically analysed. The questionnaires consisted of three open-ended questions asking about the service and 
its effects. Twenty-one were returned hand-written and 6 were typed. These questionnaires were thematically 
analysed for common significant trends in response to the questions asked. 
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Question 1: What difference has Dignity4Patients made in your lives?  
For question one, four themes emerged.  
 
1. Support was a prevalent theme emerging from the findings. Participants benefitted from the level and quality of 
support the Dignity4Patients had provided. This level of support was significant in that they felt such support could 
not be sought or found anywhere else:  
 
“It has given me…courage…to help bring justice…something I could never do on my own.” 
 
“(Dignity4Patients)…have been a great support over the past couple of years and I don’t know how I would have 
coped without them.”  
 
2. Positive Changes was another theme that emerged from participants. Participants felt that the service offered by 
Dignity4Patients brought about significant positive changes to their lives:  
 
“The Dignity4Patients Group has made a great difference to my life. I spent 37 years running and hiding from 
myself. I now feel that I can live a normal life.” 
 
“Before I got in touch with Dignity4Patients I was very withdrawn and was unable to talk about my situation but 
now I am more at ease with myself.”  
 
3. Voice was another theme that emerged from participants experiences of Dignity4Patients. This was particularly 
important for the participants who did not have the capacity to advocate for themselves. It also highlights the 
unique and trusting environment  
 
“Dignity4Patients has given us a voice, a voice for victims…only for…(Dignity4Patients)…we would all be left on 
our own to deal with all of this.”  
 
“They have given me a place where I can speak to people in the same situation, Dignity4Patients has give(n) us all 
a voice.”  
 
4. Confronting Feelings was another theme which emerged for participants. Dignity4Patients assisted in helping 
participants confront their emotions arising from their experiences of abuse. Remarkably for many participants, it 
was their first experience of disclosing the incidents of abuse.  
 
“When I heard about this group, I realised I was not alone and it gave me the strength to come forward and make 
a complaint about what happened to me.”  
 
“Dignity4Patients have enabled me to face up to issues in my life which I did not feel able to deal with without 
their help.” 
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Question 2: How have you found it helpful?  
Five themes emerged from exploring results to question two.  
 
1. Care. Participants found the care offered by Dignity4Patients to be particularly helpful:  
 
“When I was in the depths of despair, I got enormous support and heartfelt sympathy…really helped me through 
one of the most difficult times of my life.” 
 
“It’s good to know there is someone to talk to who understands what we have gone through.”  
 
2. Personal Growth that they experienced that was brought about by Dignity4Patients was very helpful:  
 
“It really changed my life and they reassured me that there was something to live for.”  
 
“Having finally taken the big step to confide in someone after all these years I can quite honestly say it was like 
removing a massive boulder off my shoulders.”  
 
3. Solidarity. Dignity4Patients was a service that offered participants support among others who had suffered similar 
experiences:  
 
“(Dignity4Patients is) somewhere to go and know you’re not on your own.” 
 
“It has made me feel not alone…part of a group of people who…fight our way toward the light at the end of the 
tunnel.”  
 
4. Positive Characteristics The people working with Dignity4Patients and the organisation as a whole have a number 
of positive characteristics that participants felt helped them exceptionally:  
 
“Truth, honesty, openness and confidentiality.” 
 
“They were an independent organisation apart from the HSE…I could not speak to the HSE about this abuse…”  
 
5. Options providing a number of options of support to participants helped to meet the varied needs of referrals to 
Dignity4Patients. These included the telephone service, the confidential group meetings and the information 
dissemination:  
 
“The helpline is very helpful, it’s good to know there is someone to talk to…” 
 
“Invaluable in terms of information. Without one-to-one meetings, I don’t feel I would have been able to progress 
to addressing issues.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Question 3: How would you feel if the service had to be removed?  
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The final question also unearthed a number of key themes.  
 
1. Personal Attack. Participants felt that the loss of Dignity4Patients would feel like a personal attack.  They felt that 
it be another form of abuse to cut this support:  
 
“If the service was removed it would be like cutting a lifeline…” 
 
“(It would feel like)…being abused all over again or even feel worse.”  
 
2. Devastation Participants would feel devastation to lose the service: 
 
“I would be devastated to think that I could not pick up the phone if I need reassurance, help or advice” 
 
“I would be devastated as I have benefitted so much from the service when nobody else…(would) listen…”  
 
3. Despair Participants would feel significant despair if the service were withdrawn. Despair was evident in a lack of 
hope and a sense of giving up without Dignity4Patients:  
 
“Without Dignity4Patients there would be no one to address the issues concerned and fight for justice for us all.” 
 
“Back to square one – alone.”  
 
4. Uncaring Government. Participants expressed, on several occasions, that if the service of Dignity4Patients was 
removed, they would blame the HSE and the Government. Participants believed that the Uncaring Government 
would be failing to identify and understand their needs as victims of abuse:  
 
“Robbed by the government and abused all over again by the health service…abuse all over again from 
government.”  
 
“By not providing the funds for the group to continue…our government are saying that we don’t really matter and 
our issues are unimportant.” 
 
5. Finally, participants felt that there is a great Need for Continuation of the Dignity4Patients service and argued that 
it should not be taken away; this was an evident theme in their responses:  
 
“I believe it is vitally important they continue their great work and indeed should be encouraged and helped in 
every way possible.” 
 
“IT JUST CANNOT BE ALLOWED TO HAPPEN.”(Written in Capitals) 
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Discussion 
The findings from this research are consistent with the rationale for Dignity4Patients’ initial development. To the 

forefront of the themes, it is evident that Dignity4Patients offers a substantial level of support to its clients and that 

this support provides significant positive changes to their lives. Furthermore, Dignity4Patients is meeting its goals for 

providing advocacy, a voice for clients and solidarity which embeds a sense of belonging and reassurance that 

resonated in clients’ responses. This level of care and support gives clients the confidence which is needed to 

overcome impacts of abuse. It seems that the positive characteristics of the organisation, its personnel and the 

variety of options offered to support have helped Dignity4Patients’ clients to confront their feelings and have a voice 

for their cases of abuse.  

 

It is worrying, from these responses, that there is a possibility that the Dignity4Patients service could be removed. 

There are a substantial number of clients attending the service and they feel its removal would cause considerable 

devastation and a loss of vital support. The loss of the service would be seen as a personal attack on 

Dignity4Patients’ clients and this tended to manifest itself in a distain for the government and HSE. Clients have 

tended to view the government as a root to their problems as it is within governmental organisations that they had 

suffered abuse and they feel that losing the Dignity4Patients service, at this stage, would cause a great level of 

despair and highlight the ignorance of the government. There was, therefore, an evident need from clients for 

Dignity4Patients to continue its work as they feel it is an essential support for them in the wake of their experiences 

of abuse.  

 

Dignity4Patients is not alone in its recommendations for independent organisations to deal with high profile sexual 

abusers. The Deetman Commission was set up in Amsterdam to deal with cases of sexual abuse from the Catholic 

Church. Their extensive research and discussions lead to recommendations for appropriate independent care that 

involved interactions with other victims (Chesal, 2011). Furthermore, the 1in6 project, developed in America, was 

initially set up to deal with the high profile Penn State case of sexual abuse and has flourished as a national 

organisation supporting victims of sexual abuse. This organisation is based on research that one in six men in 

America have suffered incidents of unwanted sexual abuse. One in Four is a similar group that has developed in 

Ireland under the premise that one in four people have experienced sexual abuse of some kind.  

 

These groups show the importance and need for supporting people with such experiences and that there are a 
significant number of victims of sexual abuse seeking support. Dignity4Patients represents the importance for 
support and advocacy of a particular group of victims, those who have suffered abuse in medical health care 
settings. This form of abuse, evidently, requires a particular type of support. Victims feel it is important to have 
interactions with others who have suffered abuse in a similar setting and that the organisation is independent of the 
government. Dignity4Patients is fulfilling its responsibility to be a provider of support for people who have been 
sexually abused in medical settings and their families and there is clear evidence that this provision is needed and 
vital. 
 
 
 
 

 

“One of the most beautiful gifts in the world is the gift of encouragement. When someone encourages 
you, that person helps you over a threshold you might otherwise never have crossed on your own”  

John O’ Donoghue 
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