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‘dermatology
does not just
deal with skin
issues.’
DR wong su-ni
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The most common myth about
dermatology is that it only deals with
skin issues. Not so, clarifies Dr. Wong
Su-Ni, a Ministry of Health-accredited
Dermatologist with over 15 years
of medical experience. Formerly a
Consultant at the National Skin Centre,
Dr. Wong was the Chief of the Psoriasis
Unit then, and a dermatologic surgeon in
the Laser and Dermatologic Surgery Unit,
before opening her own private practice
in Mount Elizabeth.

Words: Jessica see
styling: tng wee nee
HAIR: Silver Fan
MAKE UP: chisten leaman
photography: Bernard wee

this quarterly 19

coverstory

20 this quarterly

D

Dr

coverstory

Wong Su-Ni

“It’s a common misconception that dermatologists

are just ‘gloried beauticians’,” says Dr. Wong, “but in

fact dermatology encompasses the skin, sweat glands,
scent glands, hair, and nails. Actually, a dermatologist
is trained in the basic structure and function of the
skin, in both health as well as in response to external
aggression and disease, so that is what makes
dermatologists well placed to be able to troubleshoot when things go wrong with a specific treatment.
It’s not just about being a technician and performing
the procedure but also understanding what is
happening; and when things do not go according to
expectation, to understand why is it happening and
what can be done.”
“Dermatology also covers venereology, which
is the study and treatment of sexually transmitted

Skin cancer is
the eighth most
common cancer
in Singapore,
and is of course,
taken care of by
dermatologists.

diseases. Historically, syphilis was the classic
venereal disease, where skin manifestations were
the most common presentation. So that was how
it started off as being in the realm of dermatology.

most common cancer in Singapore, and is of course,

Now it includes bacterial, viral, fungal, and parasitic

taken care of by dermatologists.

infections like genital warts, penile ulcers, genital
discharge, genital rashes and so on.”

On a different level, while something like hair
falling off may not be detrimental to one’s health per

Another common myth is that dermatology

se, it does often lead to great psychological distress,

primarily or even solely has to do with cosmetic

and even depression which, in itself, can be harmful

enhancements or cosmetic surgery. A lot of people

to health.

are under the impression that problems with the skin

“I had a four-year old girl who had so many large

are not life threatening, but simply an issue of looking

patches of hair loss - more than half of her scalp was

good. That’s only partly true. Skin cancer is the eighth

affected – that she had to wear a head scarf all the
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time. Her parents flew in from Russia to see me and
fortunately, she regained most of her hair after six
months’ treatment. They were so grateful and happy
that they told me I could use her photographs for
anything I wanted!”
This is one of the many fulfilling moments in
Dr. Wong’s career. “That’s why we stay in medicine,”
smiles Dr. Wong. “It’s a vocation. Patients’ satisfaction
spurs you on.”
She related another incident where a patient
with chronic eczema, who was a long-time patient at
the subsidized clinics. “After I tweaked her creams a
little bit, there was so much improvement that she
insisted on calling me professor! I told her I’m not a
professor, but she said to me, you a ‘prof,’ because
you solved my problem. It was humorous, but also
gratifying.”
“There are other instances where patients have
been treated by many other doctors and yet have
not improved. When you see the kind of desperation
they are in, and the despondency they feel, and you
are able to actually help them and their condition to
improve - it’s so gratifying!”
Her philosophy is that every patient is unique,
hence the management of any problem has to be
tailored to the individual’s circumstances, needs
and preferences. “The values which I won’t want
to compromise on is integrity, and compassion. A
common problem in Singapore is that patients don’t
know what medicines they are taking. They need
to be educated to know what conditions they have,
what they are being treated with, and they need to be
encouraged to take an active role in the management.
It’s not just about the doctor prescribing the
medication and you just take it at a fixed time, but
you actually need to try to find out what things
aggravate the rash, address those issues as well, pay
attention to regular skincare, and so on. It’s not just
popping a pill for a quick fix!”
What made her decide to specialize in
dermatology? “It’s a combination of factors,” replies
Dr. Wong. The first factor came from her personal
experience. “Having suffered from eczema when I
was young, and having found ways to deal with it, I
thought it would be worthwhile to share with other
people things I have learnt.
“Also, during one of the internal medicine exams,
I did very well with the picture slides, and realized
visual perception is one of my strengths. That fits
well with dermatology. I also realized that it appeals
to the ‘thinker’ and the ‘tinkerer’ in me -- the mental
22 this quarterly
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stimulation when trying to diagnose the condition
using visual cues and clues from good history-taking,
as well as the opportunity to use your hands to do
things, which I have always been good at. It seemed
like a natural fit .”
“And finally, something which one of my
mentors, Dr. Lawrence Leong, said made me decide
to go for it: that it was an excellent choice for females
who want a good family-work-life balance.”
Having a good work-life balance is important
to her. “It’s a constant juggling act, not just work,
but also family, taking time to exercise to maintain
physical health, developing my spiritual life,
garnering knowledge, service to God, church and
community at large. It all requires careful planning
and also compartmentalization of time. If you don’t
set aside time for various elements, it’s so easy to
either waste time or get busy and caught up with just
one aspect.”
Dr. Wong makes sure she prioritizes and knows
which are the crucial areas she wants to spend time
on. “And then I try to squeeze the most out of my
24-hour day, try to minimize wastage of time. For
example, while waiting for my children, I can reply to

I lost my father at
age 16. I became more
appreciative of the
remaining members
of the family – their
unequivocal love,
unwavering support,
and a sense of family
and togetherness.
Without consciously
searching for that,
I found it in my
husband as well, and
hope to instill in my
children too.

emails, read journal articles or do minor paper work,,
to try to keep every moment gainfully occupied. I also

she would like to change if she could turn back the

try to combine and choose activities that do double

clock, she was quiet for a long moment before she

or triple duty e.g. to combine exercise and spending

replied with tears in her eyes, “Maybe I would have

quality time with my children, I used to attend wushu

told my father more often that I loved him. I still miss

classes with them for about four years.”

him after all these years.“

She related how surprised the coach was to

She also makes sure she has time for community

see her on the first day, when she turned up with

work. “I volunteer at Girls’ Brigade at my alma mater

her three kids. “Well, the minimum age to join your

SCGS (Singapore Chinese Girls’ School), and as this is a

classes is at least five years old, and I’m more than

company sponsored by my church, it’s service to God,

five years old!” she quipped, and of course, the coach

my church and alma mater at the same time. On top of

finally agreed to let her attend his classes together

that, I can bring my daughter home from school, as she

with all the kids. In fact, she even managed to attain a

has CCA at the same time.”

brown belt before they quit.
She also makes sure she has a weekly family

She also brings her eldest daughter for medical
mission trips, where not only can she use her training

time with her mother and siblings, which usually

as a doctor, but at the same time, she is able to

revolves around an exercise session first, e.g.

contribute back to community. “I bring my daughter

swimming, tennis.

along, as she also learns invaluable lessons from

“I lost my father at age 16. I became more
appreciative of the remaining members of the
family – their unequivocal love, unwavering support,

interacting with and serving the locals in these
developing countries.”
Her fervent hope for her 16-year old daughter

and a sense of family and togetherness. Without

and two sons aged 14 and 11, are that they will learn

consciously searching for that, I found it in my

to grow in wisdom and stature, and gain favor in the

husband as well, and hope to instill in my children

eyes of God and men. “I hope they will discover their

too.”

talents and skills, develop them, and find a career path
One can sense how much her father’s early

demise affected her. When asked if there is anything

that will utilize them and find fulfillment in life. Now,
just to nurture them and do the best for them.”
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