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White coat ceremony:
A passage rite and its impact on professionalism
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Abstract

The White Coat Ceremony (WCC) was first convened at the University of Chicago in 1989 to remind
medical students of their nobleness and humanistic mindset as candidate doctors and has since then been
conducted worldwide. The first WCC in Japan was held at Kurume University in 2001 and has since been
convened in medical schools across the country. The WCC is regarded as the origin of instilling medical
students in a sense of identity as medical doctors, who must have a sense of humanity as well as scientific
and technological competence. However, the WCC has faced criticism for potentially breeding a sense of
privilege among the candidate doctors, functioning as a rite of passage that hampers the medical ethics of
patient-centered medicine today, because the white coat symbolizes medical authority and the power
gradient in daily clinical practice. The significance and necessity of the WCC should be reconsidered from
the viewpoint of teaching medical professionalism during medical students’ participatory clinical practice.
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