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b)

c)

d)

e)

f)

only on clear medical grounds and in reasonable quantities
as appropriate to the patient’s needs.
4.1.4: A doctor shall treat patients according to generally
accepted methods and use only licensed drugs for appropriate
indications. He / She shall not offer to patients, management
plans or remedies that are not generally accepted by the
profession, except in the context of a formal and approved
clinical trial.
4.5.1.2: A doctor is not prohibited from conducting
non-medical business, but this must be clearly separated
from his / her medical practice and qualifications so that
the public is not misled into believing that the nonmedical product or service is medically beneficial or is
being endorsed by a doctor.
4.5.2: Doctors may participate in promoting vitamins,
tonics, and so on, provided that whatever they say, write or
broadcast, is supportable by good quality scientific evidence.
4.6.1: (When speaking about a product or service) If a
doctor has a financial interest... he / she should always
disclose his / her interest.
4.6.3.1: The doctor shall ensure that his / her participation
does not occur in such a way as to appear to endorse
such products, or to persuade patients or members of the
public to use the products.

In summary, based on the above, it is clear that at a minimum,
the following considerations are important:
i) Within a clinical practice, where there is a doctor-patient
relationship:
A doctor should not promote, prescribe, dispense or supply
any product to his / her patient unless he / she is sure that
it is in the patient’s best interest. He / She may also be
asked to demonstrate that in so doing, he / she is practising

established medicine (that is, there is a scientific basis
adequate for general acceptance by his / her peers in the
profession). He / She cannot justify this as his / her personal
practice of complementary medicine, unless he / she is
adequately trained and registered by the proper authority
to do so (SMC’s Ethical Code: 4.1.5).
ii) Outside of a clinical practice, but where the doctor is still
identifiable as such:
A doctor may speak publicly about non-prescription
medicines or other products, but because his / her opinions
have a greater impact on the audience than those of a
layperson, he / she must declare his / her personal interest
in the product or company being promoted, and to speak
factually based on good-quality scientific evidence. He / She
should not, by his / her word or actions, endorse such products,
nor persuade patients or members of the public to use them,
beyond presenting factual, scientifically valid information.
In conclusion, MLM is not of itself evil (as some SMA
members have suggested to me!). It is legal in Singapore. It is
simply a marketing method that is an alternative to the traditional
shop, and the newer direct-marketing channels. Regarding
whether doctors may participate in MLM activities, much
depends on the product being sold, the claims and sales methods
that the doctor and his / her associates use to promote it, and
who his / her customers are. While it is explicitly stated that a
doctor may participate in non-medical business, it is extremely
important that he / she carefully reviews the SMC’s Ethical Code
and Ethical Guidelines, to ensure that he / she does so in ways
that do not contravene their requirements.
As a non-doctor put it to me at lunch today: “Ultimately, it
boils down to this. Doctors are different because they have been
given a position of trust by society. They should take great
care to ensure that their actions do not violate this trust.” ■

News from SMA Council
By Dr Yue Wai Mun, Honorary Secretary
1. CONGRATULATIONS
The SMA Council would like to congratulate Prof Lee
Eng Hin, who received the President’s Social Service
Award, for his dedication and contributions to disabled
children. As the President of the Rainbow Centre, which
also coordinates the Margaret Drive and Balestier Special
schools, Prof Lee conducts free orthopaedic clinics and
runs a programme to help autistic children.
2. OUTREACH TO COMMUNITY GROUPS
The Outreach to Community Groups (OCG) were formed
by the Government to provide an opportunity to seek
feedback, share ideas, create goodwill and build a
positive relationship between the government and the
relevant community groups. The SMA was identified as
a key organisation in the OCG for Professional Groups.

The Outreach Group Leader was Dr Balaji Sadasivan,
Senior Minister of State for Health, and Information,
Communication and the Arts.
The SMA hosted a dialogue session on Friday,
27 August 2004, from 5.30 to 7.30pm at the Alumni
Auditorium. Participants included members of the
SMA Council and SMA Committees, and representatives
from the other medical bodies. During the dialogue
session, lively discussions were held on issues like
affordable healthcare. Other areas of feedback included
the importance of preserving public trust in the medical
profession, health policies in relation to the private sector,
abortion counselling, and public speaking and promotion
of non-medicinal products by foreign doctors.
The SMA Council would like to thank all who attended
the dialogue session. ■
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