The Ethical Aspects of Medical Ethics in Professional
Practice

Medical ethics form the backbone of trust between healthcare providers and patients.

However, contemporary incidents like the AbbVie India controversy highlight ethical concerns, with the
company accused of spending over Rs. 1.91 crore to fly 30 doctors to Paris and Monaco under the
pretext of medical conferences.

The Department of Pharmaceuticals (DoP) deemed this a violation of the Uniform Code for
Pharmaceutical Marketing Practices (UCPMP), raising questions about the ethical implications of
such practices. This case highlights the tensions between professional ethics, corporate interests,
and patient welfare, offering insights into the broader implications for healthcare delivery.

What Are the Ethical Concerns in Medical Ethics?

= Compromising Clinical Judgment: The AbbVie controversy underscores how undue
influence from pharmaceutical companies can compromise doctors’ clinical
decisions. Accepting extravagant hospitality or gifts creates a conflict of interest, which may
lead to biased treatment recommendations prioritizing corporate interests over patient
welfare.

= Erosion of Public Trust: Cases like AbbVie India highlight unethical collaborations between
medical professionals and corporations, eroding patients' trust in healthcare providers. The
public perception of healthcare as a service motivated by ethics and altruism is
compromised, damaging the reputation of the entire medical fraternity.

= Exploitation of Professional Boundaries: The guise of Continuing Medical Education
(CME) for lavish trips exploits the boundaries of professional relationships between doctors
and pharmaceutical companies. Such actions blur ethical lines, as CME should be about genuine
knowledge sharing rather than promotional tactics.

= Undermining Regulatory Integrity: AbbVie’'s reliance on timing discrepancies to evade
accountability demonstrates how legal loopholes are exploited. This undermines the spirit
of laws like UCPMP, which are designed to maintain ethical practices in the pharmaceutical
industry and weakens public faith in requlatory systems.

= Impact on Health Equity: By prioritizing efforts to influence elite healthcare
providers over addressing broader public health challenges, companies contribute to a
growing disparity in health equity.

= The Rs. 1.91 crore spent on lavish hospitality could have been used for initiatives benefiting
underprivileged patients, highlighting the ethical tension between corporate profits and social
responsibility.

What Are Philosophical Perspectives on Medical Ethics?

= Hippocratic Oath: The Hippocratic Oath embodies the foundational philosophical
perspective of medical ethics, emphasizing the principles of beneficence, non-maleficence, and
professional integrity in healthcare.
o This oath acts as a moral compass, guiding physicians in upholding the esteemed
traditions and ethical standards of the medical profession.



Utilitarianism and Greater Good: From a utilitarian perspective, practices like AbbVie’s
alleged hospitality trips fail to maximize societal welfare. Resources spent on lavish trips for a
few doctors could instead contribute to improving public health, thereby benefiting a larger
population and adhering to the principle of the greatest good for the greatest number.
Deontological Ethics and Duty-Based Morality: Deontological ethics emphasizes adherence
to moral duties and principles. The AbbVie case highlights a breach of the fundamental
duty of medical professionals and corporations to prioritize honesty and transparency,
irrespective of the potential benefits or justifications provided by the involved parties.

Virtue Ethics and Professional Integrity: Virtue ethics focuses on the character and virtues
of individuals. The ethical integrity of both doctors and pharmaceutical companies comes under
scrutiny in cases like AbbVie's, where actions reflect a lack of professional virtues such as
honesty, accountability, and altruism.

Rawls’ Theory of Justice: According to John Rawls’ principles, ethical actions should protect the
least advantaged in society. AbbVie’s alleged actions failed this test as resources were directed
toward privileged professionals rather than addressing health disparities or supporting
underprivileged patients.

Kantian Universalizability: Kant’'s philosophy of universalizability questions whether actions like
those in the AbbVie case could be universally adopted without eroding trust in healthcare systems.
If all corporations engaged in such practices, the healthcare profession would lose its ethical
foundation, making such actions morally indefensible.

What Should Be the Suggestions to Strengthen Medical Ethics?

Implementing a Sunshine Act in India: India should introduce a comprehensive disclosure
framework mandating pharmaceutical companies to publicly report all financial
transactions with healthcare providers. Transparency would deter unethical practices and allow
patients to make informed decisions regarding their care.

Strengthening Regulatory Oversight: Regulatory bodies like the Department of
Pharmaceuticals (DoP) and Medical Councils should enhance monitoring mechanisms and
impose stricter penalties for violations of ethical standards. Periodic audits of pharmaceutical
companies and healthcare professionals can ensure compliance with ethical guidelines.

Fostering Ethical Training in Medical Education: Ethics should be an integral part of
medical education, emphasizing the importance of unbiased clinical decision-making.
Continuous professional development programs should include training on navigating conflicts
of interest and adhering to ethical practices.

Promoting Independent Funding for CME Programs: Continuing Medical Education (CME)
initiatives should be funded independently by neutral organizations rather than
pharmaceutical companies. This would eliminate potential biases and ensure that educational
content remains focused on medical advancements rather than marketing.

Encouraging Public and Patient Advocacy: Empowering patients and advocacy groups to
question unethical practices can help foster accountability in the healthcare system. Awareness
campaigns should educate the public about ethical standards and their rights, enabling them to
demand better transparency and integrity in medical care.

Conclusion

The AbbVie India case serves as a stark reminder of the ethical challenges faced in modern
healthcare, where corporate interests often intersect with professional responsibilities. Upholding medical
ethics is essential to maintain public trust, safeguard patient welfare, and ensure the integrity of
healthcare systems. A multifaceted approach, including robust regulations, greater transparency,
and ethical training, is crucial to address these challenges. By aligning corporate practices with
ethical principles, the healthcare sector can strike a balance between innovation and accountability.
Ultimately, prioritizing patient-centric values is key to building a trustworthy and equitable
healthcare ecosystem
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