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OVID-19 pandemic,
rofessionalism, and the social

with  disproportionate  expectations  from  society  in  relation
to  the  possibilities,  availability,  and  access  to  health  care.
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andemia COVID-19, profesionalismo y
ontrato social

ear  Director,

he  COVID-19  pandemic  has  posed  a  massive  challenge  for
ot  only  the  healthcare  system  but  also  for  the  medical  pro-
ession,  bringing  to  light  the  need  for  a  long-awaited  and
navoidable  reform  to  adapt  it  to  the  21st  century.

Also  imperative,  however,  is  a  more  profound  change  in
he  implicit  social  contract  between  health  professionals
nd  society.  That  is,  what  patients  and  society  expect  from
he  medical  profession,  and  what  the  latter  can  expect  to
nd  in  society.

We  come  from  a  thousand-year-old  tradition  in  which
he  implicit  contract,  in  the  words  of  Jovell1,  ‘‘meant  that
ociety  granted  the  medical  profession  a  special  status  and
ecognition  that  distinguished  it  from  other  professions,  and
hich  should  imply  a  higher  salary  and  the  power  to  self-

egulate’’.
However,  in  these  terms,  it  is  necessary  to  question

hether  this  implicit  contract  is  still  valid  for  our  current
ociety  and,  above  all,  whether  it  is  useful  for  tackling  future
hallenges.  The  professional  values  required,  which  arise
rom  social  change  and  the  bioethical  gaze,  have  been  rede-
ned  by  the  social  commitment,  affectivity  and  empathy,
espect  for  patient  autonomy,  commitment  to  public  health,
ommitment  to  the  environment,  advances  in  medical  sci-
nce,  the  transfer  of  knowledge,  skills,  and  attitudes,  and
he  self-regulating  nature  of  the  profession2.

The  previous  contract  no  longer  matches  the  current
ontext  of  the  highly  corporatized  professional  practice,
ithin  bureaucratized  health  organisations,  with  the  cen-

ralised  management,  limitations  to  professional  autonomy,
emanding  care  pressure,  disgraceful  job  insecurity  among
oung  people,  and  low  salaries.  All  of  which  is  associated
� Please cite this article as: Esquerda M, Teres J. Pandemia
OVID-19, profesionalismo y contrato social. Rev Clin Esp.
021;221:494---495.
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Smith3 spoke  about  the  ‘‘bogus  contract’’  according  to
hich  patients  and  society  expect  doctors  to  provide  solu-

ions  (bordering  on  miracles)  to  all  kinds  of  problems,  with
ow  acceptance  of  finiteness  and  death,  while  assuming  that
octors  have  higher  status  and  incomes.  This  same  author
alled  for  a  new  contract  that  addresses  illness,  death,  and
ain  as  part  of  life,  in  which  medicine  has  some,  yet  lim-
ted  powers  of  intervention,  which  accepts  that  doctors  are
ot  infallible  and  also  need  support,  and  which  refrains  from
xtravagant  political  promises  and  the  demagogy  of  unlim-
ted  power  without  obligations.

The  ‘‘mismatch’’  between  the  implicit  contract  (what
ociety  and  people  expect  from  doctors),  and  the  explicit
ontract  (contractual  and  labour  conditions  of  professional
ractice)  could  be  the  reason  behind  the  growing  unhappi-
ess,  or  burnout,  in  the  medical  profession  which  includes  a
arge  percentage  of  burnt  out,  exhausted,  and  unmotivated
rofessionals4.

The  consequences  of  major  burnout  are  significant  both
rofessionally,  with  poorer  quality  of  care,  more  medical
rrors,  or  worse  care  as  perceived  by  the  patient,  and  per-
onally,  with  lower  levels  of  empathy,  poorer  quality  of  life,
ob  dissatisfaction,  or  increased  risk  to  mental  health  in
eneral4---7.

Ofri8 mentioned  that  this  unhappiness  is  more  profound
han  the  standard  definition  of  burnout:  ‘‘The  despair  I see
mongst  our  colleagues  today,  however,  is  more  than  just
urnout.  It  is  a  betrayal  of  trust,  the  trust  we  gave  to  our
wn  profession’’.  The  burnout  epidemic  is  more  related
o  doctors’  disappointment  with  the  current,  industrialised
rofessional  practice  and  the  heightened  demands  of  the
ystem  that  go  beyond  the  provision  of  care  on  its  own.

In  the  midst  of  this,  the  COVID-19  pandemic  arrived.
ealth  professionals  have  responded  to  the  increased
emand  in  an  exemplary  manner,  according  to  the  out-
ated  contract,  with  noble  displays  of  altruism  and  generally
oing  beyond  the  call  of  duty,  including  taking  on  the  risk
f  infection  with  insufficient  protection,  accepting  flexible
cheduling,  working  outside  their  specialisations,  and  fulfill-
ng  uncustomary  organisational  and  care  roles.

The  pandemic  has  clearly  and  obviously  exposed  the
mbalances  and  asymmetry  between  the  fulfilment  of  the

wo  parts  of  the  social  contract.  It  has  also  brought  to  light
ow  this  discrepancy  has  entailed  a  high  cost  to  health
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rofessionals,  from  the  physical,  psychological,  or  ethical
erspective,  which  is  added  to  the  previous  hardships.

However,  the  pandemic  can  also  represent  a  turning  point
nd  redefining  moment  for  the  healthcare  field.  Among
he  necessary  changes  to  the  post-pandemic  practice  of
edicine,  clear  coherence  between  the  implicit  and  explicit

ontract  is  essential.  A  new  contract  that  is,  as  Jovell  men-
ioned,  ‘‘a  starting  point  for  redefining  the  relationship
etween  medicine  and  society  in  the  current  context  of
ocial  change  to  thereby  be  able  to  face  the  tension  that
xists  between  equity,  good  quality  of  care,  excess  care
ossibilities,  and  finite  available  resources’’1.

In  creating  this  coherence,  certain  factors  must  address
dapting  contracts  and  salaries  according  to  the  level  of
esponsibility,  as  well  as  aspects  related  to  the  actual  prac-
ice  of  medicine,  such  as  the  need  to  recover  professional
utonomy,  competence,  and  the  feeling  of  belonging  to  the
rofession  and  institutions9,  with  participation  in  decision-
aking  at  all  levels.
Lemaire  and  Wallace4 identifies  other  key  aspects  such

s:  detecting  toxic  aspects  in  the  medical  profession  that
ause  and  maintain  burnout,  the  need  to  promote  clinical
eadership  and  an  organisational  culture  of  support,  and  con-
idering  the  well-being  of  doctors  as  a  core  part  of  patient
are  and  a  quality  indicator  for  the  entire  health  system.

Therefore,  more  than  a  patient-centred  care  model,  per-
aps  we  should  be  discussing  an  ‘‘aligned’’  model  between
reated  individuals,  health  professionals,  institutions,  and
ealth  policies.  Cohesively  aligning  the  values,  beliefs,
oles,  and  responsibilities  of  the  agents  involved  in  the  social
ontract  is  therefore  a  fundamental  objective.

The  medical  profession  in  the  21st  century  obviously
equires  strengthening  professional  values  but  can  only  be
arried  out  when  paired  with  a  health  system  that  offers
ppropriate  conditions  for  professional  practice  and  a  soci-
ty  that  recognises  and  agrees  that  returning  professional
ignity  is  not  the  same  as  granting  privileges.
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