
The Decline in Medical Ethics and Professionalism 

Ethical attitudes of individuals are based 
on character and may thus be at least partly in­
herited. They are later modified by life experience 
and the influence of others. Today it is not only 
the medical profession that has been singled out 
as needing better ethics. Attorneys, businessmen 
and mass communication workers as well as poli­
ticians are likewise being scrutinized by the public 
worldwide. What is good governance and profes­
sionalism? It is many things: judgement, empathy 
for others, honesty, transparency and accountability 
are most important. This means that others should 
know what one does. With doctors in our country, 
it is usually only he or she that knows what is 
being done and why. He or she communicates little 
with colleagues and less with the patient. Accoun­
tability in medicine means to me that every step in 
diagnosis and treatment should withstand exami­
nation and logical analysis by the doctor and his 
colleagues. Medical students pay little attention to 
lectures on ethics and the same or worse is true for 
the new graduate being let loose on the public. It is 
only when malpractice litigation heads for the 
court that these issues become personal. The doctor 
being accused of malpractice, rightly or wrongly, 
will go through a prolonged and very traumatic 
process. It may take several years in our court sys­
tem. He or she may well be left shattered and with­
out much confidence in their professional abilities 
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after it is all over. Reverent Phra Dhamapitaka, 
a well respected monk, elaborated that globalization 
has mostly business success as a goal. The quest 
for social standing is another factor which has in­
troduced more consumerism into Thai society. This 
resulted in a state where materialism and consu­
merism became dominant int1uences. The tremen­
dous advances in information technology. which 
could do much good, are mostly used as weapons to 
dominate human beings, mould their thinking and 
sell more products. It used to be said that in old 
Thailand there were 3 professions, teachers, monks 
and doctors, whom clients or patients paid with 
gratitude and respect. Modern doctors see patients 
mostly as clients, objects that pay them a fee. He or 
she often does not value anymore the feeling of 
satisfaction that comes with having solved an other 
human being problems. Doctors are afraid that their 
patients are unable to pay their fees and, even 
worse, that they may sue them for malpractice. This 
trend started in North America and is now spread­
ing worldwide. A prominent American educator 
recently observed the decline of medical ethics in 
the USA to the point where attorneys now often 
fulfill a necessary function to keep physicians and 
surgeons honest. He said, "We are doing God's 
work, forget it, this will go away" This downward 
spiral, where the public views physicians as busi­
nessmen, could go away again. However, only if 
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doctors would perform their duties properly. A 
widely respected Thai academic, Dr. Aroon Chau­
wanasai, Lt. General in the Thai Army Medical 
Corps, has also pointed out crucial issues in need 
of refonh: 

1) Regarding commercial medicine: In the 
olden days, private hospitals served people along­
side the government ones without any problems 
or bad feelings. Their philosophy was one of ser­
vice as non-profit organizations. Now, one or two 
decades later, the opposite is the case. Private hos­
pitals have become commercial stock corporations 
that answer to their shareholders who are often 
also physicians. This trend started in the United 
States and Western Europe and is malignant. 

2) Regarding overtreatment and over-con­
sultation: The rush to earn money leads doctors to 
become night-time travelers from one private hos­
pital to another. They have no time to read journals, 
attend continuing medical education conferences 
and are too tired during the day to perform their 
official functions in the government or teaching 
hospitals. Their family life is often also in shatters 
leaving them unhappy and unsatisfied in every way. 
Lack of keeping up and of time, leads to involving 
a string of specialists whenever they confront a real 
problem. This leads to fragmented care since con­
sultants do not always talk to each other, the patient 
or the primary physician. Expensive drugs are pre­
scribed, occasionally twice or thrice when commu­
nication is lacking between primary doctor and con­
sultants. Consultation with a knowledgeable col­
league in a complex case is proper but consultation 
is more often viewed as an act by a series of vul­
tures who do not have the concept of "enough is 
enough" but eat the flesh off the dead body till it 
is all gone. 

3) There is an increasing dependency on 
the pharmaceutical industry for "continuing educa­
tion" and financial support for travel. Economists 
tell us that manufacture of new products creates 
demand. This is also true for drugs. The doctor 
usually does not have enough time to examine the 
cost-benefits of new expensive medications or pro­
cedures. Are they really an advance that justifies 
the high cost? Foreign manufacturers have long 
learned of the eagerness of Thai doctors to carry 
out "studies" of new drugs that would never be 
allowed in their home countries. Such nefarious 
activities must stop. 

4) Unnecessary high-tech investigation: 
The Thai private medical care system has overex­
panded and is underutilized. We are said to have 
more CT scanners and the like pe,r hospital bed than 
they have in England. Few, if any, of the private 
hospitals are now paying principal and interest to 
their lender banks. The banks are reluctant to for­
close on these corporations as they do not wish to 
run a hospital on top of their other problems. Most 
private hospitals lucky if they can pay part of the 
interest and let the rest accumulate for better times. 
Sitting next to this expensive not paid for appa­
ratus, stimulates the doctor shareholder to order 
tests that may not be necessary or even indicated. 
CT for migraine headaches or mild trauma are 
commonly performed when a good history and 
physical examination would suffice. The malicious 
practice of giving gratuities (kick-backs) to doctors 
ordering MRI or CT is illegal but still with us in 
some places. 

5) Regarding overcharging: It has been an 
old Thai custom for "high society" to try and pay 
higher fees on the assumption that this will result 
in better medical care. This system of not predic­
table fees is also without any virtue or possible 
defense. It undermines the physician's credibility 
and must be abolished. 

6) Regarding incompetent physicians : We 
have lost control over many marketable medical 
procedures. Lipectomy, blepharoplasty, acne and 
facial treatments as well as some aspects of plastic 
surgery have become a growth industry in Thailand. 
Advertising, illegal by good laws and regulations, is 
nevertheless rampant. The Medical Council needs 
to enforce and tighten existing regulations, else we 
will loose further respect from the public. 

7) We have had several deplorable recent 
incidents where medical students and recent gra­
duates were arrested and accused of crimes includ­
ing one horrible murder. Psychoses among stu­
dents are not uncommon and it is obvious that our 
highly competitive admission standards for medical 
colleges select good examination takers and may 
not screen out borderline personalities. Having gra­
duates with questionable ethics is bad enough, we 
must also protect the public against those with a 
sick brain. 

The following guidelines for improving 
professionalism and the ethical climate of Thai 
medicine are suggested: 
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1) Strive for better communication with 
your patients. Make sure they know what you are 
doing to them and why. Clarify your place in treat­
ment and that which will be the responsibility of the 
patient (regular medications, life style changes, etc). 

2) Write and keep good medical records 
and make copies available to the patient if he or 
she moves or selects another doctor. Inform your 
patient of what medications he or she is to take 
and hand out a prescription for long-term drugs 
(example: antihypertensives, anti-diabetics, etc) so 
that they can be purchased at a local pharmacy. 

3) Set fair fees and stick by them. Discuss 
your fees with the patient who must be able to 
budget for your fees as well as the medications. 

4) Always consider the welfare of your 
patients first. You are entitled to fair compensation 
for your work. You are not entitled to act like a 
vulture! 
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