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Integrity in Practice 

 

Series Four : Conflict of Interest 

A conflict of interest situation arises when the personal interest of a doctor 

is in conflict with the interests of his patients or the organisation he works 

for. It will lead to divided loyalty and, in its most serious form, can result 

in corruption. Whether the conflict of interest is actual or perceived, the 

consequences can be grave. The integrity of the doctor's professional 

judgement may be compromised, patients may suffer from severe harm and, 

the trust in the individual doctor and in the medical profession as a whole 

will be impaired. 
 
 

Case Study 1 : Professionalism vs Entrepreneurship 

 

 

Dr H is a geriatrician of a public hospital. Recently, he joined his friend to 

invest in an elderly home. He was confident that this was a profitable 

business as he anticipated that there would be a huge growth of clientele 

due to the increased subsidy for the elderly care service by the government. 

However, totally against his expectation, their elderly home faced keen 

competition. Apart from cutting lodging fees and improving the facilities, 

they were also trying hard to canvass customers from every possible source. 

Dr H himself even made use of the opportunity to promote the elderly home 

to his patients' family members. He agreed to give them a big discount if 

they sent their relatives to his elderly home after discharge from the 

hospital. 
 

Analysis 

 

 This is an apparent conflict of interest situation. Dr H might breach 

Section 13.1 of the Professional Code which requires a doctor to take 

into consideration of the best medical interests of the patient when 

referring him to other institutions. If the doctor has a financial 

interest in that institution, he should disclose the interest before 

making the referral. 

 

 Dr H might also violate the Hospital Authority's (HA) Code of 

Conduct which specifies that the HA's doctors should refrain from 

acquiring any investment that may lead to a conflict of interest 

situation. Doctors concerned are obliged to declare their own or their 
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relation's investments to the HA if they perceive that such 

investments would conflict with their official duties. 

 

 In this case, family members seeking medical attention for their 

relatives can be particularly vulnerable to persuasive influence. If Dr 

H promotes his elderly home in consideration solely of his own 

private interest, the trust placed on the doctor by patients and their 

family members would be undermined. 
 

 

Case Study 2 : Fee splitting with non-professionals 

 
 

Dr I is a plastic surgeon in private practice. He always goes to a fitness 

centre for exercise and gets to know the proprietor of a beauty parlour, 

Joanne. On one occasion, Joanne suggested to Dr I a partnership. She could 

recommend Dr I to her female customers who were perpetually dissatisfied 

with their looks and sought minor surgery. Dr I agreed to share part of the 

operation fees with Joanne for each successful referral. He thought that his 

income would not be seriously affected as he could charge patients higher 

operation fees. 
 

Analysis 

 

 Dr I might contravene Section 14.2 of the Professional Code because 

fee splitting with persons other than the bona fide partners of that 

practice is not permitted. 

 

 Dr I attempted to compensate his reduced profit by unreasonably 

increasing the operation fees. Such behaviour of placing personal 

interest above patients' interest would undercut public confidence in 

the medical profession. 
 

 

 

Tips to maintain objectivity at work 

 

At all times in the course of clinical practice, we should abstain from 

engaging in actions that may lead to actual or perceived conflicts of interest. 

If we suspect there is a conflict of interest, we should promptly declare it 

to the organisation we are working for and, in some circumstances, to our 

patients as well. Such situations include: 
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(a) any private interest which may affect our judgement in the discharge 

of our official duties; 

 

(b) any investment held by ourselves and our close relatives which may 

lead to conflict of interest situations; or 

 

(c) any decision made which may ultimately prejudice the interests of 

other stakeholders such as patients and clients of our organisation. 
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