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Judicious Approach in
Medical Practice
Editorial Note:
The SMA Lecture 2003 was delivered by Dr Lee Suan Yew, President,
Singapore Medical Council, on 1 November 2003 (Saturday), at the
Suntec International Convention and Exhibition Centre. We publish
here the highlights from Dr Lee’s lecture. The full paper will be published
in the Singapore Medical Journal at a later date. For the citation of the
SMA Lecturer, please see page 6.

D

r Lee started the SMA Lecture by defining his use of
“judicious” in the context of “exercising sound judgement,
being prudent, sensible and wise in our approach when
practising medicine. ”Medical practitioners“ need to adopt a
judicious approach in the care of our patients so as to address
their health problems effectively and compassionately. Such
an approach will also do much to reduce the likelihood of
patients’ unhappiness leading to complaints or medico-legal
action against the doctor.”
I.

JUDICIOUS APPROACH IN PATIENT MANAGEMENT
“It is good practice to take a good history and carry
out a thorough physical examination followed by an
explanation to our patients on the plan of management.
...For example, in cases when our patients require surgery,
they should be informed of the pros and cons before
undergoing surgery or an invasive procedure. The art
is skilful communication that highlights the important
points and which meets the concerns of the patient
and relatives.”
“As patients are better educated, it is important to
find common ground regarding the management of
our patients. ...the physician has to be careful in not
being too domineering in attitude but to be the provider
of evidence-based medical knowledge and advice so
that an informed decision can be made.”
“When there is trust and excellent rapport with
our patients, it is most unlikely that the patients would
complain or contemplate suing their doctors. It is when
we are unconcerned, with poor empathy towards our
patients’ illnesses that the seed of discontent is planted.
This is likely to surface if things go wrong, for example,

(From left to right) Dr Lee Pheng Soon presents the SMA Lecturer 2003,
Dr Lee Suan Yew, with the SMA Lecturer Gold Medal.
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if complications arise during an operation which is then
followed by high medical or surgical fees.”
Over-prescribing of Drugs
“Doctors may from time to time encounter patients who
repeatedly consult them for insomnia and request for
sleeping pills or tranquilisers. A doctor must be aware of the
pitfalls of over-prescribing to such patients and becoming
just a “pill pedlar” for financial gain. Taking a proper history
and clinical examination are necessary at every visit. Every
effort should be made to counsel these patients and refer
them to the appropriate specialists where necessary.”
Maid Examination
“In a letter to the Forum Page of the Straits Times dated
30 October 2003, Dr Lee Pheng Soon stated that “The
beta-hCG blood test detects pregnancies earliest, is reliable
after the first couple of weeks, is the most sensitive
means for routine screening, and arguably should be
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familiarise themselves with the latest developments
in the field of organ and tissue transplantation so that
they will be able to provide answers when patients

Therefore, although blood test
for pregnancy is not mandatory,
doctors could use it to exclude
pregnancy when he suspects that

and their families raise their concerns.”
Advertising
“On 20 October 2003, Acting Minister for Health,
Mr Khaw Boon Wan, launched the “SingaporeMedicine”,
a concept reviving the dream of re-making Singapore
into a regional medical hub. In order that the potential

the FDW is pregnant or if he was
uncertain of her menstrual history,
if consent is obtained.

patients in the region be kept informed of our
medical services, it entails some form of advertising.
We need to strike a balance here. While we want
Singapore to be a regional medical hub, we should still
be judicious in the way we promote our medical
services. The medical profession must maintain its
decorum and dignity. Otherwise, we will be equated

the test to be used routinely in statutory examinations...”

with the trades and tradesmen that promote

Therefore, although blood test for pregnancy is not

their wares.”

mandatory, doctors could use it to exclude pregnancy
when he suspects that the FDW is pregnant or if
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he was uncertain of her menstrual history, if consent

THE INSTITUTIONS

is obtained.”

Emergency Medicine
“Certain incidents in an emergency management

Terminally-ill Patients

may attract litigation. Some incidents are unavoidable

“The doctor should help the relatives understand the

but some may be due to negligence. The key to

medical situation, address their anxieties and concerns,

avoiding law suits is good training, good teamwork

and decide on a course of action which would be

and taking due care to assess the medical situation

in the patient’s best interest. In complex cases, the

properly.”

44TH SMA COUNCIL
Dr Lee Pheng Soon

opinion of the hospital ethics committee should be
sought as an independent view by professionals not
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