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Steer system of handling
medical complaints away
from punitive justice

From Kwan Jin Yao
From Tan Lai Yong

I am grateful to the Members of Parliament who highlighted the implications of the punishment dished out to
a paediatrician for failing to diagnose
a child with Kawasaki disease (Concerns in Parliament over ‘defensive
medicine’ after doctor’s suspension;
Aug 2).
I agree with Senior Minister of
State (Health) Lam Pin Min, who
cautioned doctors against practising
“defensive medicine”, as this would increase healthcare costs unnecessarily.
Governing bodies and healthcare
leaders should, however, actively set
the pace and platform for good clinical practices to thrive.
Kawasaki disease is difficult to diagnose. It has stumped many a paediatrician. In medical school, we are
coached to think about it, but it is relatively uncommon compared with the
viral fevers we see from day to day.
Many children with viral fevers also have mouth ulcers and skin rash.
In the report “Recognising Kawasaki disease in UK primary care” in
the British Journal of General Practice, the authors wrote: “Kawasaki
disease is a rare childhood illness that
can present non-specifically.
“(It) is a challenging and difficult
diagnosis to make in primary care.
A GP may see only one case within
their working lifetime, and most children may present initially with only a
rash or fever.”

Asia sees a higher incidence of Kawasaki disease, but hindsight is always 20/20, it is said. No one wants
to be suspended for missing a diagnosis, even an uncommon one, and I fear
that doctors will be nudged towards
defensive medicine.
I have worked with many doctors
and healthcare professionals who care
deeply, volunteer their time in treating the needy, make an extra effort at
work and spend time teaching their
juniors. But an incident like this jolts
the goodwill.
Perhaps censure would have been
more appropriate here. Perhaps the
current system of handling complaints is too geared towards punitive
justice, when what we could do is to
have more restorative justice, so that
we can learn and improve.
I hope that the Singapore Medical
Council and the Health Ministry will
clarify this for the public and healthcare personnel. We need education
and dialogue about setting expectations when we uncover such incidents.
I fear that dishing out suspensions
in such situations will up healthcare
costs for patients and our nation.

Letter
Oncologist’s 8-month
suspension not fair on
dead patient’s family

Visit todayonline.com/voices or download the
TODAY app for the letter from Song Wei Sin.

Would healthcare providers fully invest in training freelancers?
From Ketki Acharya

Singaporeans are increasingly concerned with better work-life balance,
and freelancing brings about flexible
working time.
The rise in the number of healthcare
freelancers and the expansion of care
agencies, however, raises the question of service quality (Rising number
of healthcare freelancers prompts call
for better support; July 14).
Training will improve quality, but

Students must
diversify the
way they acquire
IT knowledge

is investing in these part-time workers really a smart choice for the firms,
some of which may have started to
make profits only recently, after the
negative inflation in Singapore from
2014 until last year?
These freelancers would be on
short-term contracts, so will it best
suit the average business to invest in
equipping an employee with skills he
or she could use elsewhere, say, after
a year?
The firm then no longer profits from

the investment in training the worker.
From the consumer’s viewpoint,
healthcare is one area in which individuals may refrain from making
hasty decisions, even if they would
have to pay a higher price. After all,
we are talking about one’s health.
This explains why consumers
would choose nurses and carers who
have a formal education in the field,
compared with those who may not
have this, but would have the training provided by their firm.

The report “Tertiary students in
S’pore not as tech-savvy as they
think: Study” (July 21) says tertiary students here “overestimate
their level of proficiency in digital
literacy skills, including word processing and spreadsheets”.
Their performance and complacency is cause for concern, especially against the Smart Nation narrative and the reliance on
information and communication
technology to prepare young Singaporeans for productivity gains
and tomorrow’s jobs.
Moreover, the International
Computer Driving Licence (ICDL)
Asia found that the respondents’
average competency standard
was relatively low: 55 per cent,
compared with the global passing
standard of 75 per cent.
Two policy strategies could follow. First, while there is no clarity
on the sample’s representativeness, adapted components of the
ICDL tests could be shared, for individuals to determine their own
proficiency level or for schools to
do this for students.
Or if these tests have their
shortcomings, the Education Ministry could devise other assessment
mechanisms to get a better sense of
how tech-savvy young Singaporeans are — in other words, expanding the scope of diagnosis to benchmark levels of digital proficiency.
Second, with a more representative and extensive diagnosis
in place, more appropriate policy
recommendations can be devised.
It may be convenient to look to
the ministry for solutions, yet as
the report alluded to — that “students cannot completely rely on obtaining such skills from their universities” — young Singaporeans
must diversify the way they acquire
knowledge.
Through internships or work
stints, they will be challenged by
their colleagues to apply classroom lessons to the workplace and
to plug gaps, including via project
management.
Learning how to troubleshoot
effectively and to consistently update know-how will prove useful
not only for digital literacy, but also
for general endeavours in future.
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