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Enhanced Regulation Needed to Combat Coercive Sales of Medical Services
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The Consumer Council found
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misleading claims about customers' health condi-

that some medical centres used
coercive sales tactics to lure peo-
ple into buying expensive treat-

ments by exaggerating or giving

tions. The provision of medical services is a pro-
fessional duty. Patients often rely on doctors for
their judgement and are vulnerable to falling
prey to these sales tactics. The use of coercion in
the sales of medical services is deplorable. Such
acts may violate the Trade Descriptions Ordi-
nance. The authorities should strengthen law en-
forcement to combat these practices and consider
introducing a cooling-off period to protect con-
sumers; the Medical Council of Hong Kong
(MCHK) also has the duty to conduct investiga-
tions to find out if the doctors of the relevant
medical centres are guilty of misconduct, and pe-
nalize them in accordance with the regulations in
order to maintain the industry's professionalism.
According to the Consumer Council, some
medical centres engaged in unscrupulous sales
practices by luring customers with cheap or free
health checks.

misleading claims about the customers'

They then exaggerated or give
health
conditions, using high-pressure sales tactics to sell

expensive treatments. The victims included disad-

vantaged people, elderly, and those suffering
from long-term mental health issues. In one of
the cases, a medical centre deployed abusive tac-
tics by withholding the bank card from the vic-
tim, who was then bombarded with information
behind a closed door for two hours.

The profession of a doctor is highly respected
in our society. The Declaration of Geneva re-
quires a doctor to practice his profession "with
conscience and dignity" and "foster the honour
and noble traditions of the medical profession" in
order for him to deserve to be called a doctor or
medical practitioner. The provision of medical
services is a highly professional job. Patients rely
heavily on doctors for their professional judge-
ment. Therefore, compared with the use of coer-
cive sales tactics by beauty centres and fitness cen-
tres, the adoption of these aggressive sales practic-
es by medical centres is even worse and more un-
acceptable.

The conduct of all registered medical practitio-
ners is regulated by MCHK. As set out in the
Code of Professional Conduct for the Guidance
of Registered Medical Practitioners, "a patient's
refusal of proposed investigation and treatment
must be respected and documented”. If a patient
receives a treatment because he or she is misled

by the doctor in charge, MCHK can launch an
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investigation and impose punishment if it finds
the doctor involved in the case guilty of profes-
sional misconduct. However, in reality, to avoid
legal liabilities, medical centres often ask their
staff to pitch their services and convince custom-
ers to make purchases. Their doctors are only re-
sponsible for providing medical advice and do
not directly take part in the pitching of services.
From MCHK's point of view, there are grey ar-
eas in such practices, and in-depth investigations
are required in order to clarify the role of the
doctors in the involved medical centres and deter-
mine whether punishment can be imposed on
them.

In fact, the making of false claims by medical
centres about patients' health conditions— an act
of engaging in aggressive commercial practices in-
volving false trade descriptions or misleading
omission—1s a suspected violation of the Trade
Descriptions Ordinance. The maximum penalty
upon conviction is a fine of $500,000 and impris-
onment for five years. Even though it was the
staff of the medical centres—mnot the doctors—
who pitched the services to customers, there is no
way for the doctors in charge to completely wash
their hands of their responsibilities. MCHK and
the Department of Health should conduct thor-

ough investigations, pursue the responsibilities of
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Writing skills practice:
Travelling abroad
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1. Check your writing: spelling

Read Francois's reply and correct his spelling mistakes.

Dear Eoin

Thanks for your mesage. I'm really looking forward to
my visite to Dublin. My aerplane arrives at 15:30.

I would like to go to the water park and Phoenix Park.
Is it posible to borrow a bycicle? I'm not very intrested
in Dracula but I like firms so we can go to the cinema
too. I want to meet your frends and your family. I love
footbal. It's my favorite sport so we can play every day if
you want!

See you on Saturday.

Francois

. Thanks for your mesage.

. I'm really looking forward to my visite to Dublin.

. My aerplane arrives at 15:30.

. Is it posible to borrow a bycicle?

. I'm not very intrested in Dracula but I like firms so

we can go to the cinema too.

the registered doctors concerned and punish the
black sheep of the industry, in order to create a
deterrent effect.

The business scope of the existing medical cen-
tres in the market has expanded increasingly.
Some of the non-urgent medical treatments pro-
vided by local medical centres overlap with the
health
Many of these medical centres, beauty parlours

treatments offered by beauty centres.
and fitness centres are even operated by the same
group. The increase of cross selling is the underly-
ing cause for the frequent occurrence of inappro-
priate sales activities involving coercive sales tac-
tics and ripping-off of customers. There has long
been resentment in the society over the unscrupu-
lous sales practices in the beauty and fitness indus-
tries. The Government has once completed pub-
lic consultation on the issue of introducing a cool-
ing-off period for trades in these two industries.
Unfortunately, the relevant legislation work has
stopped due to the disturbances from the opposi-
tion to the proposed legislative amendments to
the Fugitive Offenders Ordinance. A new Legisla-
tive Council will soon be elected. The Govern-
ment should consider extending its proposed legis-
lation on regulating unscrupulous sales practices
to cover local medical centres in order to plug

the legal loopholes and safeguard public interest.
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Do you often make spelling mistake?

What words do you often spell incorrectly?
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