© 2008 WebMD, Inc. All rights reserved.
ELEMENTS OF CONTEMPORARY PRACTICE

ACS Surgery: Principles and Practice
I PROFESSIONALISM IN SURGERY — 1

1 PROFESSIONALISM IN SURGERY

Wiley W, Souba, M.D., Sc.D., EA.C.S., and Steven M. Steinberg, M.D., EA.C.S.

Over the past decade, the American health care system has had 1o
cope with and manage an unprecedented amount of change. As a
consequence, the medical profession has been challenged along
the entire range of its cultural values and its traditional roles and
responsibilities. It would be difficult, if not impossible, to find
another social issue directly affecting all Americans that has under-
gone as rapid and remarkable a transformation—and oddly, a
transformation in which the most important protagonists (i.e., the
patients and the doctors) remain dissatisfied.!

Nowhere is this metamorphosis more evident than in the field
of surgery. Marked reductions in reimbursement, explosions in
surgical device biotechnology, a national medical malpractice cri-
sis, and the disturbing emphasis on commercialized medicine have
forever changed the surgical landscape, or so it seems. The very
foundaton of patient care—the doctor-patent relationship—is in
jeopardy. Surgeons find it increasingly difficult to meet their
responsibilities to patients and to society as a whole. In these cir-
cumstances, it is critical for us to reaffirm our commitment to
the fundamental and universal principles and values of medical
professionalism.

The concept of medicine as a profession grounded in compas-
sion and sympathy for the sick has come under serious challenge.?
One eroding force has been the growth and sovereignty of bio-
medical research. Given the high position of science and technol-
ogy in our societal hierarchy, we may be headed for a form of med-
icine that includes little caring but becomes exclusively focused on
the mechanics of treatment, so that we deal with sick patents
much as we would a flat tire or a leaky faucet. In such a form of
medicine, healing becomes little more than a technical exercise,
and any talk of morality that is unsubstantiated by hard facts is
considered mere opinion and therefore carries little weight.

The rise of entrepreneurialism and the growing corporatization
of medicine also challenge the traditions of virtue-based medical
care. When these processes are allowed to dominate medicine,
health care becomes a commodity. As Pellegrino and Thomasma
remark, “When economics and entrepreneurism drive the profes-
sions, they admit only self-interest and the working of the market-
place as the motives for professional activity. In a free-market
economy, effacement of self-interest, or any conduct shaped pri-
marily by the idea of altruism or virtue, is simply inconsistent with
survival.”?

These changes have caused a great deal of anxiety and fear
among both patents and surgeons nationwide. The risk to the
profession 1s that it will lose its sovereignty, becoming a passive
rather than an active participant in shaping and formulating health
policy in the future. The risks to the public are that issues of cost
will take precedence over issues of quality and access to care and
that health care will be treated as a commodity—that is, as a priv-
ilege rather than a righrt,

The Meaning of Professionalism

A profession is a collegial discipline that regulates itself by
means of mandatory, systematic training. It has a base in a body

of technical and specialized knowledge that it both teaches and
advances; 1t sets and enforces its own standards; and 1t has a ser-
vice orientation, rather than a profit orientation, enshrined in a
code of ethics.? To put it more succinctly, a profession has cogni-
tive, collegial, and moral attributes. These qualines are well
expressed in the famihar sentence from the Hippocratic oath: “1
will practice my art with purity and holiness and for the benefit of
the sick.”

The escalating commercialization and secularization of medi-
cine have evoked in many physicians a passionate desire to recon-
nect with the core values, practices, and behaviors that they see as
exemplifying the very best of what medicine is about. This tension
between commercialism on the one hand and humanism and
altruism on the other is a central part of the professionalism chal-
lenge we face today.® As the journalist Loretta McLaughlin once
wrote, “"The rush to transform patients into units on an assembly
line demeans medicine as a caring as well as curative field,
demeans the respect due every patient and ulumately demeans ill-
ness itself as a significant human condition.””

Historically, the legitmacy of medical authorty is based on
three distinct claims2#: first, that the knowledge and competence
of the professional have been validated by a community of peers;
second, that this knowledge has a scienufic basis; and third, that
the professional’s judgment and advice are oriented toward a set
of values. These aspects of legitimacy correspond to the collegial,
cognitive, and moral attributes that define a profession.

Competence and expertise are certainly the basis of patient
care, but other characteristics of a profession are equally impor-
tant [see Table I]. Being a professional implies a commitment to
excellence and integrityv in all undertakings. It places the
responsibility to serve (care for) others above self-interest and
reward. Accordingly, we, as practicing medical professionals,
must act as role models by exemplifying this commitment and
responsibility, so that medical students and residents are
exposed to and learn the kinds of behaviors that constitute pro-
fessionalism [see Sidebar Elizabeth Blackwell: A Model of
Professionalism].

The medical profession is not infrequently referred to as a voca-
tion. For most people, this word merely refers to what one does for
a living; indeed, its common definition implies income-generating
activity. Literally, however, the word vocation means “calling,” and

Table 1 Elements of a Profession

A profession

» |5 a learned discipline with high standards of knowledge and
performance

» Regulates itsalf via a social contract with society

e Places responsibility for serving others above self-interest and reward
s |8 characterized by a commitment 1o excellence in all undertakings

e |5 practiced with unwavering personal integrity and compassion

= Requires role-modeling of nght behawvior

e |s more than a job—it is a caling and a privilege







