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COMMENTARY

Societal Perceptions of Physicians
Knights, Knaves, or Pawns?
Sachin H. Jain, MD, MBA
Christine K. Cassel, MD

THE BRITISH ECONOMIST JULIAN LE GRAND SUG-
gested that public policy is grounded in a concep-
tion of humans as “knights,” “knaves,” or “pawns.”1

Human beings are motivated by virtue (knights) or
rigid self-interest (knaves) or are passive victims of their cir-
cumstances (pawns). A society’s view of human motivation
influences whether it builds public policies that are permis-
sive, punitive, or prescriptive.

Le Grand’s observations were drawn from his studies of
British social welfare policy and civil servants but could aptly
be applied to physicians and their role in the US health care
system. Many health care debates—especially those relat-
ing to health care financing, quality, and education—
implicitly prescribe a view of physicians and their under-
lying motivations. Depending on the perspective, physicians
are either in practice for the betterment of society or their
own selfish gain; or they are automatons whose actions are
defined more by external rules and regulations.

In this Commentary, we explore the ways in which phy-
sicians are variously represented as knights, knaves, and
pawns in public discourse and relate the importance of de-
signing policies that match the true motivations of physi-
cians—whatever they may be.

Physicians as Knights
If a society conceives of physicians as ever well-
intentioned knights, it places stewardship for the health
care system firmly in their hands. Physicians can be
trusted to use and deploy resources wisely, minimize
waste, and look beyond their narrow individual and spe-
cialty interests to protect the system as a whole. Indi-
vidual physician decision making and autonomy are
given the highest priority. The physician is the ultimate
champion of the patient and policies are structured to
support the physician’s work. Physicians practice medi-
cine to save and improve lives; any financial gain is sec-
ondary. Physicians read medical journals and texts
because of their love of learning and a desire to provide
the best care to their patients. They perform clinical and
basic research to advance science. The role of policy
and payment is mainly to get out of physicians’ way

and let them do their jobs as professionals and to seek
and respect their advice when policy affects health of the
public.

Physicians as Knaves
If a society conceives of physicians as knaves” then policy,
management, and educational efforts are designed to com-
bat and work against physicians, not with them. Physi-
cians are interested in themselves and their financial well-
being first and their patients second, if at all. Physicians must
be given rewards and incentives to motivate them to what
is right by their patients and any such schemes would have
to be carefully monitored for abuse, fraud, and waste. Phy-
sicians learn new techniques and procedures and order tests
and studies for personal gain. Any participation in scien-
tific research is driven by self-glorification and narcissism.
The health care system works in spite of knave physicians,
not because of them. Policies and regulation must guard
against their malfeasance, and the public must be pro-
tected by regulation and report cards.

Physicians as Pawns
If a society conceives of physicians as pawns, then efforts
are applied to building systems to ensure that physicians
do what is right for patients because physicians cannot be
trusted to do so on their own accord. Left to their own de-
vices, physician behaviors are unpredictable. The pawn phy-
sician is merely a function of the environment in which he
or she practices; accordingly, physicians must be given guide-
lines to follow and policy makers and regulators must de-
cide clinical priorities. Physicians may or may not enjoy learn-
ing, but they study and maintain knowledge because licensing
and board examinations require that they do. If physicians
are required to do more laboratory tests, they will; if re-
quired to obtain fewer, they will. Place physicians in a par-
ticular practice setting and they will adapt to the local cul-
ture and expectations. The role of health policy and regulation
for the pawn physician is to guide his or her every behavior
because he or she lacks individual agency and judgment to
reliably do what is right.

Author Affiliations: Office of the National Coordinator for Health Information Tech-
nology, Washington, DC (Dr Jain); American Board of Internal Medicine, Phila-
delphia, Pennsylvania (Dr Cassel).
Corresponding Author: Sachin H. Jain, MD, MBA, Office of the National Coor-
dinator for Health Information Technology, 200 Independence Ave SW, Ste 729D,
Washington, DC 20201 (sachin.jain@hhs.gov).

©2010 American Medical Association. All rights reserved. (Reprinted) JAMA, September 1, 2010—Vol 304, No. 9 1009

 at Capes Consortia on September 1, 2010 www.jama.comDownloaded from 

http://jama.ama-assn.org


Implications
Le Grand’s work on post–World War II British social policy
found that perceptions of human motivations gradually trans-
formed, with the prevailing view of the typical British citi-
zen morphing from knight into knave as the costs of main-
taining an expensive welfare state increased.

US perspectives on physicians have undergone a similar
transformation with the increasing cost (both to taxpayers
and to individual patients) of health care delivery. As phy-
sician behavior has been tied to these rising costs and in-
creasing scrutiny has been applied to the quality of care de-
livered, policy discourse often reflects the perspective that
physicians are an obstacle not an enabler to a functioning
health care system. Rather than being counted on to exer-
cise their professional ethic to address problems in health
care delivery, physicians should be guided to do what is right
with an increasing menu of incentive payments (ie, pay for
performance or value-based purchasing) or strict regula-
tions. Rather than being counted on to maintain their knowl-
edge and expertise on their own accord, they are subject to
periodic examinations to demonstrate continued profi-
ciency.

These views are grounded in evidence of unwarranted
variation in care, clear evidence of waste and even fraud,
and decline in knowledge over time.2,3 The modern US phy-
sician is regarded as either a knave or a pawn and is seldom
regarded as a knight. But the evidence that has led to dis-
trust of physicians does not apply universally and many phy-
sicians still are the knights in the health care system. How
can society be sure not to undermine those motivated by
professionalism while guarding against those motivated by
self-interest?

Not all policy prescriptions have abandoned the view of
physician as knight. Prepaid models of health care pay-
ment such as accountable care organizations and the patient-
centered medical home place responsibility in the hands of
physicians—with the idea that physicians will be respon-
sible stewards.4 In these examples, physicians must be
counted on to organize and structure care delivery, respon-

sibly use resources, and measure and improve individual and
population outcomes.5 Still, it is perhaps the knavish con-
ception of physicians that makes these physician-driven mod-
els of health care delivery more the fodder of pilot projects
and demonstrations than models that are rapidly adopted
and widely disseminated.

Le Grand offers an important lesson and warning: it is
critically important to understand and get “true motiva-
tions” right. Disaster may follow if persons largely of a knav-
ish quality are treated as knights; but the same may be true
for “policies fashioned on a belief that people are knaves if
the consequence is to suppress their natural altruistic im-
pulses and hence destroy part of their motivation to pro-
vide a quality public service.”1(p2) Le Grand further warns
that policies that “treat people as pawns, may lead to de-
motivated workers . . . again causing adverse outcomes for
the policies concerned; while policies that give too much
power . . . may result in individuals making mistakes that
damage their own or others’ welfare.”1(p2)

The US public would be wise to heed Le Grand’s advice
and carefully consider whether its perceptions of physi-
cians match reality. For their part, physicians must thought-
fully consider whether and how they contribute to the per-
ception that they are knights, knaves, or pawns.
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