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Knowledge gaps flagged to
better support health system

NUS medicine dean highlights 4 main gaps in
clinicians’ knowledge that must be addressed

Timothy Goh
Health Correspondent

There are four main gaps in knowl-
edge that must be addressed so
that clinicians can better support
the public health system in the fu-
ture, Professor Chong Yap Seng,
dean of the National University of
Singapore’s (NUS) Yong Loo Lin
School of Medicine, said yesterday.

These gapslie in the areas of prac-
tising medicine well in a commu-
nity setting rather than just a spe-
cialised one, improving human po-
tential, health economics and
health systems, he added.

On April 24, Prime Minister Lee
Hsien Loong said there isa need to
further develop emphasis on pub-
lic health here, following lessons
from the Covid-19 pandemic.

Professor Thomas Coffman,
dean of Duke-NUS Medical School,
had previously told The Straits
Times he believed the push to
strengthen Singapore’s emphasis
on public health will see the role of
clinicians shift in the coming years.

He said: “While providing thera-
peutic care to patients will remain
the major responsibility of clini-
cians, understanding and incorpo-
rating the contemporary principles
of public health and preventive care
willtake onincreasing importance.”

Agreeing, Professor Joseph
Sung, dean of Nanyang Technologi-
cal University’s Lee Kong Chian
School of Medicine, said: “Convey-
ingaccurate information about vac-
cines and promoting cancer
screening...are just a few examples
of what doctors should do.”

Yesterday, Prof Chong told ST in
a follow-up interview: “If you want
to really start to promote popula-
tion health, then you have to think
beyond patients who are sick, to
those who are relatively well, and
how youmake them more healthy.”

There is a need for a “new breed
of doctors” who understand hu-
man potential in medicine, ensur-
ing that early life factors align so
that a child is born with the very
best start that he can have.

This may involve ensuring a
mother-to-be gets the right nutri-
tion when she conceives — a sub-
ject doctors may not have much
knowledge of, said Prof Chong.

He said that too many doctors
are currently trained to function in
a specialised setting, such as a hos-

pital, rather than in a community
setting, such as in a general practi-
tioner clinic.

In the community setting, it is
crucial to understand that the so-
cial determinants of health are
probably more critical than other

factors, said Prof Chong.

Many doctorsalso lack knowledge
about health economics, he said.

This may result in overprescrib-
ing tests to patients covered by in-
surance, raising healthcare costs.

He also said doctors need to im-
prove their knowledge of the
health system and how it works, so
they can properly hand over their
patients to the next stage of their
treatment.

Prof Chong said his school has
taken several steps to address
these gaps, including recruiting ex-
perts in family medicine, conduct-
ing research into human potential,
and offering courses in health eco-
nomics and health systems.

He added that he believes clini-
cians who first work as doctorsand
then go on to specialise in public
health can contribute to the public
health system with their knowl-
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edge of disease and experience on :

the ground.

Professor Teo Yik Ying, dean of :
NUS’ Saw Swee Hock School of Pub- :
lic Health, had previously told ST :
that public health involves experts !
drawing on various disciplines - :
both medicaland non-medical - to :

improve the population’s health.

“I must accept that as a statisti- :
cian, I can contribute to only one :
part of the solution. I need to work :

with a behavioural scientist, a clini-

gether the solution,” he said.
Yesterday, Prof Chong said: “I

think there’ll be a need for physi-

cians who actually go out and prac-

health... This gives an extra dimen-
sion to the care they provide, in

to treat patients.”
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