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Severe sanctions serve to maintain “the reputation of the 
medical profession”

- General Medical Council



Role of Medical Regulatory Bodies

Overseeing medical education 
and training

Setting and maintaining 
professional standards

Managing the Medical Register



Purposes of Sanctions

Punitive Rehabilitative

Deterrent Expressive / Public Trust

“send out a signal to the doctor, the profession 
and public about what is regarded as behaviour 

unbefitting a registered doctor.”



Methodology



An online survey was conducted with a nationally representative sample of the UK public (N=320).

Survey Design

Real-life cases of 
doctor misconduct

Hypothetical 
unethical vignettes 

of doctor 
misconduct
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Severe

Location

Repetition

No sanction 
specified

SECTION A SECTION B

Randomised groups Randomised groups



Result 1: Respondents disagreed with 
current sanctions



View about appropriate sanctions

Case Actual Sanction Public’s Preferred Sanction

Civil 
disobedience 

(Climate 
Protestor)

5-month suspension No Sanction (42%)
p<.001

Dishonesty 
(Fare Evasion)

6-month suspension Warning (58%)
p<.001

Clinical 
malpractice 

(Liver Initials)

6-month suspension Strike-off the register (73%)
p<.001

Public were more lenient 
on “non-clinical” 

misconduct
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Result 2: Increasing sanction severity 
did not increase trust in the profession
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Result 3: No statistically significant 
difference found in trust between 

workplace and private life misconduct



Impact of location and frequency of misconduct on trust
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Conclusion and 
Implications







Take-home Messages
Key Findings

1. Sanctions alone do not increase public trust in a specific doctor or the 
medical profession.

2. The public are more lenient towards non-clinical misbehaviour, and 
more harsh towards clinical misconduct.

Further research

1. Different qualities for unethical conduct
2. Sanctions as a punitive, deterrent and rehabilitative measure

 



Thank you!
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