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Abstract

Dr. Mehmet Oz is widely known not just as a successful media
personality donning the title “America’s Doctor®,” but, we suggest, also
as a physician visibly out of step with his profession. A recent,
unsuccessful attempt to censure Dr. Oz raises the issue of whether the
medical profession can effectively self-regulate at all. It also raises
concern that the medical profession’s self-regulation might be selectively
activated, perhaps only when the subject of professional censure has
achieved a level of public visibility. We argue here that the medical
profession must look at itself with a healthy dose of self-doubt about
whether it has sufficient knowledge of or handle on the less visible Dr.
“Ozes" quietly operating under the profession’s presumptive

endorsement.

Introduction

Dr. Mehmet Oz's surgical credentials including expertise in minimally invasive, heart
transplant, and heart valve surgery are impeccable [1]. But when Dr. 0z walks onto the
stage of The Dr. Oz Show, he's not just a well-trained heart surgeon, he becomes
“America’s Doctor®.” The Dr. Oz Show averages nearly four million daily viewers and has
won two Emmys [2]. His guest list has included First Lady Michelle Obama [2]. Recently,
Donald Trump brought a few medical records and discussed his physical fitness to be
president [3]. Dr. Oz has the ear of the public, encouraging Americans to lose weight, eat
more fruits and vegetables, sleep, and get their flu vaccinations; he credits his show for

three million pounds a year of weight loss in the US [4].

To those “exercising power and influence over matters of policy, opinion, or taste” [5]—
that is, the medical and political establishment—Dr. Oz is a dangerous rogue unfit for the
office of America's doctor. He has told mothers that there were dangerous levels of
arsenic in their child's apple juice (there weren't) [6, 7] and suggested that green coffee is
a "miracle” cure for obesity [8]. Federal regulators discovered altered data in hyped
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coffee bean evidence [8]. The Food and Drug Administration tested for arsenic in apple
juice and found the “vast majority of apple juice tested to contain low levels of arsenic”
and given these levels was “confident in the overall safety of apple juice consumed in
this country” [7]. Dr. Oz also featured two guests on his show who claimed that
genetically modified foods were cancer causing [9] (despite repeated safety reports that
found no adverse effects [10]).

For his misrepresentation of weight loss interventions, Dr. Oz got an establishment
scolding in a 2014 congressional hearing. “I don't get why you have to say this stuff
because you know it's not true,” Senator Claire McCaskill told him. “So why, when you
have this amazing megaphone and this amazing ability to communicate, why would you
cheapen your show by saying things like that?” [11]. Dr. Oz promised he had learned and
hired a scientific fact checker to verify the scientific rigor of his claims [12]. Ten
physicians wrote to the medical school dean at Columbia claiming that he was
endangering public health, had demonstrated contempt for medical and scientific
evidence, and was ineligible to sit on the faculty of a prestigious medical institution [13].
Medical and scientific professionals applauded, claiming Dr. Oz “undermines the trust
that is essential to physician-patient relationships” [14]. No academic action was taken
by the university, citing its commitment “to the principle of academic freedom and to
upholding faculty members' freedom of expression for statements they make in public
discussion” [15]. Dr. Oz retains both his faculty position and his board certification. Here
we explore some of the ironies and challenges posed by the attempted sanctioning of Dr.
Oz and their implications for professional self-regulation as well as the boundaries of
legitimate medical claims in the twenty-first century.

Dr. Oz and the Problems of Self-Regulation

The profession of medicine in its modern conceptualization includes self-regulation. By
upholding quality of care and dealing proactively with those who are dangerously out of
step with their colleagues, self-regulation in turn gives medicine a degree of protection
and autonomy from government procedural rule [16]. Self-regulation is a hallmark of
implied and explicit norms that bind physicians as a group to one another and to society.
The capacity to maintain some standard of quality and to respond when boundaries of
what is considered legitimate practice are crossed, is sanctioned by society and implied
in the privileges society bestows on the medical profession [16, 17, 18].

The Dr. Oz case raises two related but different issues about the ideal of self-regulation
in the medical profession that mirror our contemporary moment. The first relates to Dr.
Oz himself. Should a physician be allowed to say anything—however inaccurate and
potentially harmful—so long as that individual commands market share? In a professional
sector whose history and growth is marked by the sustained and rightful denouncement
of quacks and quackery [19], an inability to define and fence the epistemic boundaries of
scientific medicine from apparent quackery on such a visible scale becomes something
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akin to a full-scale identity crisis for medicine. This impotence could be a function of
either an unwillingness to undertake or inefficacy in self-regulation on the part of the
profession or a perceived or actual possibility that even if physicians strongly sanctioned
Dr. Oz, that sanctioning would not ring true for his audience. This situation raises
important ethical questions. What standards of certainty should we hold so resolutely
that when violated we say “enough!” and thus move to sanction? Dr. Oz certainly
appears to be someone peddling unproven and ineffective remedies for personal gain. It
would seem like his is a paradigmatic test case for professional self-regulation in
medicine. Yet, he remains immensely popular, prompting us to wonder, if we can't
effectively sanction Dr. Oz, whom can we sanction?

Implied in the capacity to discipline one of its own is the profession’s warrant for doing
so. This warrant hinges on our ability to detect and then respond to quackery in the
service of public trust. What constitutes quackery deserves scrutiny. Dr. Oz claims he is
all about trust. “The currency that | deal in is trust ... and it is trust that has been given to
me ... by an audience that has watched over six hundred shows" [13]. This quotation
suggests that Dr. Oz, as a TV personality, seems to feel that he responds to the longings
of health care consumers who feel alienated from the markets and bureaucracies we call
modern health care. Unlike their experience with a hurried, burned-out primary care
doctor, health care consumers get from Dr. Oz a healthy dose of undistracted eye
contact, a leisurely entertaining hour, and common sense advice about all the things they
don't really teach doctors about in medical school—diet, supplements, and health habits.
Not all Americans experience a trusting, empathic interaction with their clinicians. Yet
millions seem to feel known and heard after a screen-based virtual visit with “America’s

® n

Doctor®.

And when it comes to epistemic boundaries, Dr. Oz admits he applies different standards
of evidence compared to those accepted in the medical establishment. When challenged
by a reporter for the New Yorkerabout his questionable evidentiary standards, he replied
that all data could be differentially interpreted. “'You find the arguments that support
your data,’ he said, ‘and it's my fact versus your fact’™ [2]. It's not that he doesn't offer
data. It's common for Dr. Oz to offer some plausible mechanism from test tube
experiments conducted by manufacturers, combined with personal anecdotes from his
own or consumers’ experience, to support the products he's promoting. A study of 80
recommendations made on The Dr. Oz Show in early 2013 found that published evidence
supported 46 percent of recommendations, contradicted 15 percent, and did not support
39 percent [20]. Yet, his visible display of inconclusive evidence merely highlights
questions about the boundaries of what counts as legitimate evidence in modern
medicine. Those standards are fluid and evolving. We settle for incomplete, selectively
published data in journals heavily subsidized by pharmaceutical companies and for
outcomes that don't give firm answers [21]. While not on par with offering anecdotes as
evidence, the fact that debates persist about what constitutes sufficiently high,
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unbiased, quality evidence to support decisions in the profession as a whole [22] creates
a wedge that Dr. Oz seems to exploit. In this context, Dr. Oz's reliance on incomplete or
distorted data looks less exceptional, less worthy of sanction, and more fashionably lax
than wrong.

The Boundaries of Legitimacy

The second and perhaps more perplexing irony of the Dr. Oz case turns the spotlight of
attention back on the profession itself. That Dr. Oz has been singled out as the target of
professional angst to the exclusion of other questionable “professionals” also deserves
our reflection. There have always been disreputable physicians on the fringe of medical
practice [23], but few with the combination of both media reach and the gloss of
academic credentials. At our moment in history, the boundaries of legitimacy appear to
be stretched not only by the reach of the media but also by the media’s capacity to drive
consumption. In a world with such overreach in health claims by a whole range of
conventional and alternative actors, legitimacy seems very much a contested category;
the possibility of policing excess consistently and fairly seems too overwhelming to
contemplate seriously. Should we bring professional self-regulation SWAT teams to bust
shady practices? Should we, as the medical establishment, seeking to self-regulate, troll
for ads in the New York Times Magazine that bait patients to clinical centers to get the
next robotic whatever [24] and publicly call into question the claims of esteemed
organizations or their practitioners? We have not. And it is the selectivity this case
expresses about the epistemic boundaries of medicine that, upon reflection, ought to
raise our eyebrows.

Dual narratives of trying and failing to sanction Dr. Oz contrasted with rare attempts to
sanction other physicians and their institutions with questionable practices expose a rich
heterogeneous subtext of self-regulating impotence, incommensurable values, and
commercial distraction for the profession as a whole. We fail to respond to threats that
we are in bed with, and we only contemplate policing the “other” when the fame and
consumer attention reach a fevered pitch or some economic interest is at stake. Some
have speculated that the scientists, whose backgrounds were in areas other than
medicine, who wrote the Columbia letter did so only after Dr. 0z came out against
genetically modified food—an industry tied to his accusers [25]. In our selective
injunctions, arguably we in the medical establishment make gestalt assessments of
what is legitimate, barely stopping to question if we've gotten it right. If our gut instincts
resonate with sanctioning Dr. Oz, the selection bias of failing to do so in other cases
should haunt us. What we try to sanction and what escapes policing notice altogether
implicitly define the functional boundaries of the work and in turn what constitutes
legitimate and illegitimate bedfellows in it. The medical profession’s inefficacy in actually
sanctioning our most rogue members, combined with our self-regulating apathy toward
more common and less egregious offenders of rigorous medical standards, suggests
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that professionalism based on self-regulation might be empirically suspect in the early
twenty-first century.

Conclusion

The case of Dr. Oz forces us to own our own contemporary moment, rebooting doubt on
how we know what we know and whose opinion counts. In this sense, Dr. Oz and all
that he represents is a mirror on the medical profession in late modernity. While medical
boards and licensing persist, they arguably persist as weak vestiges of a robust ideal that
seems unachievable at this contemporary moment. Here, we've tried to amplify
medicine’s need to redirect professional consciousness to rebuild the profession’s
identity, such that more patients will connect with and trust their physician rather than
the image of oneon TV.

References

1. Columbia University Medical Center Department of Surgery. Physician’s profile:
Mehmet C. Oz, MD, FACS. http://columbiasurgery.org/mehmet-c-oz-md-facs.
Accessed October 3, 2016.

2. Specter M. The operator. New Yorker. February 4, 2013.
http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2013/02/04/the-operator. Accessed
October 6, 2016.

3. Specter M. Donald Trump's potemkin physical with Dr. Oz. New Yorker.
September 16, 2016. http://www.newyorker.com/news/daily-
comment/donald-trumps-potemkin-physical-with-dr-oz. Accessed November
18, 2016.

4. Hearing Before the Subcommittee on Consumer Protection, Product Safety, and
Insurance of the Senate Committee on Commerce, Science, and Transportation on
Protecting Consumers from False and Deceptive Advertising of Weight-Loss
Products, 113 Cong, 1st Sess (2014) (statement of Mehmet C. Oz, MD, vice
chairman and professor of surgery, Columbia University College of Physicians
and Surgeons; host, the Dr. 0z Show). https://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/CHRG-
113shrg92998/html/CHRG-113shrg92998.htm. Accessed Dember 21, 2016.

5. Definition of establishmentin English. Oxford Dictionaries.
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/establishment. Accessed
November 18, 2016.

6. Dr. Oz investigates: arsenic in apple juice. The Dr. Oz Show. September 12,
2011. http://www.doctoroz.com/article/dr-oz-investigates-arsenic-apple-
juice. Accessed October 3, 2016.

7. US Food and Drug Administration. Questions & answers: apple juice and
arsenic.
http://www.fda.gov/Food/ResourcesForYou/Consumers/ucm271595.htm.
Published July 15, 2013. Accessed October 3, 2016.

AMA Journal of Ethics, February 2017 203



8. Dr.0z-endorsed diet pill study was bogus, researchers admit. (BS News.
October 20, 2014. http://www.cbsnews.com/news/dr-oz-endorsed-green-
coffee-bean-diet-study-retracted/. Accessed October 6, 2016.

9. Genetically modified foods: are they safe? Part 1. The Dr. Oz Show. October 17,
2012. http://www.doctoroz.com/episode/gmo-foods-are-they-dangerous-
your-health. Accessed December 2, 2017.

10. Institute of Medicine; National Research Council. Safety of Genetically
Engineered Foods: Approaches to Assessing Unintended Health Effects.
Washington, DC: National Academies Press; 2004.

11. Mannies J, Raack B; Associated Press. McCaskill scolds Dr. Oz at hearing on
weight-loss scams. St. Louis Public Radio.
http://news.stlpublicradio.org/post/mccaskill-scolds-dr-oz-hearing-weight-
loss-scams#tstream/0. Published June 18, 2014. Accessed October 6, 2016.

12. American Council on Science and Health. Dr. Oz hires A back-up MD. Don't
expect much of a change. http://acsh.org/news/2015/06/11/dr-oz-hires-a-
back-up-md-dont-expect-much-of-a-change-though. Published June 11,
2015. Accessed October 5, 2016.

13. Specter M. Columbia and the problem of Dr. Oz. New Yorker. April 23, 2015.
http://www.newyorker.com/news/daily-comment/columbia-and-the-
problem-of-dr-oz. Accessed October 3, 2016.

14. Rosenbaum M, Bregstein J, March D, et al. Columbia medical faculty: what do
we do about Dr. 0z? USA Today. April 26, 2015.
http://www.usatoday.com/story/opinion/2015/04/23/dr-0z-show-
columbia-doctors-call-for-resignation-column/26179443/. Accessed October
6, 2016.

15. Associated Press. Columbia defends Dr. Oz's freedom of expression in
response to critics. CBS News. April 17, 2015.
http://www.cbc.ca/m/touch/world/story/1.3037018. Accessed November 18,
2016.

16. Cruess SR, Cruess RL. The medical profession and self-regulation: a current
challenge. Virtual Mentor. 2005;7(4). http://journalofethics.ama-
assn.org//2005/04/oped1-0504.html. Accessed December 21, 2016.

17. Sox HC. The ethical foundations of professionalism: a sociologic history. Chest.
2007;131(5):1532-1540.

18. Sallach S. Same same but different: why we should care about the distinction
between professionalism and ethics [published online ahead of print July 22,
2016]. BMC Med Ethics.
http://bmcmedethics.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/5s12910-016-
0128-y. Accessed January 4, 2016.

19. Kaptchuk TJ, Eisenberg DM. Varieties of healing. 1: medical pluralism in the
United States. Ann Intern Med. 2001;135(3):189-195.

204 www.amajournalofethics.org



20. Korownyk C, Kolber MR, McCormack J, et al. Televised medical talk shows—
what they recommend and the evidence to support their recommendations: a

prospective observational study. BMJ. 2014;349:g7346.

http://www.bmj.com/content/349/bmj.g7346. Accessed January 4, 2016.

21. loannidis JP. Why most clinical research is not useful. PLoS Med.
2016;13(6):e1002049.

http://journals.plos.org/plosmedicine/article?id=10.1371/journal.pmed.10020

49, Accessed December 21, 2016.

22. Darlenski RB, Neykov NV, Vlahov VD, Tsankov NK. Evidence-based medicine:

facts and controversies. Clin Dermatol. 2010;28(5):553-557.

23. Everitt G. Doctors and Doctors: Some Curious Chapters in Medical History and
Quackery. Charleston, SC: Nabu Press; 2010.

24, Rosenthal E. Ask your doctor if this ad is right for you. New York Times.
February 27, 2016. http://www.nytimes.com/2016/02/28/sunday-

review/ask-your-doctor-if-this-ad-is-right-for-you.html. Accessed December

2, 2016.

25. Kasperkevic J. Latest Dr Oz accusations have more to do with GMOs than diet.

Guardian. April 22, 2015; https://www.theguardian.com/us-

news/2015/apr/22/dr-oz-respond-doctors-dismissal-quack-treatments.

Accessed November 18, 2016.

Jon C. Tilburt, MD, MPH, is professor of biomedical ethics and medicine at the
Mayo Clinic School of Medicine in Rochester, Minnesota. He is also a consultant
in the Division of Internal Medicine and a faculty member in the Biomedical Ethics
Program and in the Division of Health Care Policy and Research at the Mayo
Clinic.

Megan Allyse, PhD, is a sociologist and bioethicist who serves on the faculty of
the Mayo Clinic School of Medicine in Rochester, Minnesota, in the Division of
Health Care Policy and Research. She specializes in women'’s health policy and
health care delivery, particularly in reproductive contexts. Dr. Allyse is an active
member of the American Congress of Obstetricians and Gynecologists, the
American College of Medical Genetics and Genomics, the International Society for
Prenatal Diagnosis, and the American Society for Bioethics and Humanities.

Frederic W. Hafferty, PhD, is a professor of medical education, the associate
director of the Program in Professionalism & Values, and the associate dean for
professionalism at the Mayo Clinic School of Medicine in Rochester, Minnesota.
He currently sits on the American Board of Medical Specialties Standing
Committee on Ethics and Professionalism and the editorial board of Academic
Medicine. His research focuses on the evolution of medicine’s professionalism
movement, mapping social networks within medical education, the application of

AMA Journal of Ethics, February 2017

205



complexity theory to medical training, issues of medical socialization, and
disability studies.

Related in the AMA Journal of Ethics

Authority, Health Advocacy Organizations, and Scientific Evidence, January 2013
The Idea of Legitimate Authority in the Practice of Medicine, February 2017
Professional Self-Regulation in Medicine, April 2014

What is the Relevance of Scientific Consensus to Making Determinations about
Medical Evidence?, February 2017

The viewpoints expressed in this article are those of the author(s) and do not necessarily reflect
the views and policies of the AMA.

Copyright 2017 American Medical Association. All rights reserved.
ISSN 2376-6980

206 www.amajournalofethics.org


http://journalofethics.ama-assn.org/2013/01/ecas2-1301.html
http://journalofethics.ama-assn.org/2017/02/sect1-1702.html
http://journalofethics.ama-assn.org/2014/04/hlaw1-1404.html
http://journalofethics.ama-assn.org/2017/02/pfor1-1702.html
http://journalofethics.ama-assn.org/2017/02/pfor1-1702.html

	MEDICINE AND SOCIETY
	The Case of Dr. Oz: Ethics, Evidence, and Does Professional Self-Regulation Work?

