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Notice to Diplomates, Candidates and the Public 

 

An upcoming television series on the Oxygen Network called “License to Kill” 

contains a serious inaccuracy that the ABNS cannot let stand without a 

correction.  Specifically, it appears that the first episode of the show will focus 

at least in part on Dr. Christopher Duntsch, a former neurosurgeon in Texas 

who killed and/or maimed a number of patients and is now serving a life 

sentence in prison as a result of his criminal negligence.  In one of the first 

promotional clips for the show, the show’s host, Dr. Terry Dubrow, who himself 

is not a neurosurgeon, claims that Dr. Duntsch was “Board Certified to do 

brain and spinal surgery.”  That statement is blatantly untrue and the ABNS 

has written to the Oxygen network and its parent companies to demand a 

correction.  To the contrary, Dr. Duntsch never completed (and barely even 

started) the rigorous ABNS Certification process.  

The entire point of Board Certification is to identify and “Certify” only those 

practitioners who have demonstrated, both in their regular practice (through 

the submission and ABNS review of their case histories) and in the context of 

a thorough, in-person oral exam, that they have the knowledge and disposition 

to practice their specialty competently and safely.  We respectfully suggest 

that someone with Dr. Duntsch’s practice history, personality traits and likely 

knowledge deficits never would have successfully completed the process.  That 

is perhaps why he did not even attempt to do so.                

The story of Dr. Duntsch is indeed a tragedy involving, among other things, 

serious institutional failures at the hospitals that allowed him to continue to 

operate even after so many horrible outcomes and behavioral red flags.  But 

the fact that some institutions failed in their patient safety mission does not 

mean that all institutions within neurosurgery were similarly complicit.    

By allowing this inaccuracy to air, the Oxygen network is suggesting to the 

public something very dangerous: that the ABNS and other Certifying Boards 

will certify even the more incompetent practitioners and thus, by extension, 

that there is no value to being treated by a Board-Certified specialist.  Nothing 

could be further from the truth.   

Indeed, one of best things a patient can do with respect to endeavoring to 

obtain the best (and safest) possible care is to ensure that he or she is being 

treated by a physician who is “Board Certified” by one of the 24 member boards 

of the American Board of Medical Specialties.  While no certification or similar 

process is 100% perfect, we believe the ABNS and the other Certifying Boards 

do an excellent job of distinguishing between those practitioners who are 

competent, knowledgeable and (most importantly) safe, and those who are 

not.   
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