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The National Health Service 
(NHS) in England is consulting 
the public on proposals to 

increase transparency and better man-
age conflicts o f i nterest. One p roposal 
in particular, requiring NHS consul-
tants (senior physicians) to disclose 
earnings from the private sector, has 
raised concerns among some physi-
cians and medical societies.

In its announcement of the launch 
of the public consultation, which ends 
Oct. 31, the NHS stated that the pro-
posals will help it become “a world 
leader on managing conflicts o f i nter-
est.” The list of proposals include hav-
ing NHS consultants disclose gifts 
from patients worth more than £50 
($81), decline gifts from suppliers 
worth more than £6 ($9) and indicate if 
their gross earnings from private prac-
tice in the previous year was less than 
£50 000 ($81 000), less than £100 000 
($162 000) or more than £100 000.

Sir Malcolm Grant, chairman of 
NHS England, has stated that the pro-
posals aren’t intended to restrict NHS 
physicians from working in the private 
sector, but rather to shed light on work 
that largely goes “under the radar.” In 
blog posts, Grant suggested that man-
aging conflicts of interest in health care 
is complex but is “fundamentally a 
question of good judgment supported 
by due process.” He also acknowl-
edged that the NHS benefits f rom the 
experience and expertise gained by 
physicians in their outside work.

When contacted to comment on the 
transparency proposals, the British 
Medical Association (BMA) directed 
CMAJ to a statement by Dr. Keith 
Brent, its consultant committee chair. 
According to Brent, NHS consultants 
are “dedicated professionals” who do 
private work during evenings and week-
ends as to not interfere with their NHS 
duties. He also noted that senior NHS 
staff are already required to disclose 
substantial conflicts of interest annually.

The Royal College of Surgeons of 

England also directed CMAJ to a pre-
pared statement on the NHS proposals. 
The college supports transparency, but 
finds it “difficult to understand what 
would be gained from publishing pri-
vate practice income.” The NHS is run-
ning the risk of making its physicians 
feel they can’t be trusted, according to 
the statement.

About half of the 46 000 NHS con-
sultants also work in the private sector, 
supplementing their average NHS earn-
ings of £112 000 ($181 000) a year. 
Critics of these physicians worry that 
senior doctors are shifting their NHS 
work onto junior doctors and steering 
patients on waiting lists toward private 
medicine.

Many physicians disagree that pri-
vate work affects the NHS, some tak-
ing to Twitter to voice their displea-
sure, suggesting that private work is 
nothing to be ashamed of, that the 
doctors who work hardest in the pri-
vate sector also work the hardest for 

the NHS, and that the transparency 
proposals will only push physicians 
out of the NHS.

It is no surprise that some doctors 
think it’s unnecessary to shed more 
light on their outside activities, accord-
ing to Dr. Joel Lexchin, professor emer-
itus of health policy and management at 
York University. “Doctors consistently 
deny that they individually are affected 
by outside interests but they are not so 
sure about their colleagues and feel that 
other doctors may be influenced. This is 
an example of what’s known as cogni-
tive dissonance — a way of justifying 
your actions,” Lexchin said in an email. 
“As far as doctors splitting their work 
between the private and public sectors, 
the potential downside of this is that 
patients who cannot afford private 
insurance wait longer because there are 
fewer people working in the public sec-
tor.” — Roger Collier, CMAJ
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NHS England aims to increase transparency

About half of NHS senior physicians also work in the private sector.
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http://https://www.england.nhs.uk/about/board-meetings/committees/coi/
https://www.england.nhs.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/conflicts-of-interest-consultation.pdf
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-3797516/Consultants-reveal-income-private-work-amid-reports-earn-hundreds-thousands-NHS-hours.html
https://www.england.nhs.uk/2016/06/malcolm-grant-3a/
https://www.england.nhs.uk/2016/07/rules-on-conflicts-of-interest/
https://www.bma.org.uk/news/media-centre/press-releases/2016/september/bma-response-to-consultation-launch-on-publication-of-consultant-private-work
https://www.rcseng.ac.uk/news-and-events/media-centre/press-releases/statement-on-conflicts-of-interest-and-private-practice/
https://www.rcseng.ac.uk/news-and-events/media-centre/press-releases/statement-on-conflicts-of-interest-and-private-practice/
https://twitter.com/mattdbull/status/778495990303191040
https://twitter.com/theveindoc/status/778200969008017408
https://twitter.com/theveindoc/status/778200969008017408
https://twitter.com/uk_oncologist/status/778325791952207873
https://twitter.com/uk_oncologist/status/778325791952207873

