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Experiences in a general practitioner workshop
D. W. WALL, MRCP, MRCCP
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SUMMARY. The organization and working of a

general practitioner workshop are described,
with analysesof subjects, participants, and group
dynamics. An unusual form of peer group has
arisen, with trainees, trainers, and principals all
contributing on an equal basis. The workshop
group is suggested as a useful method of con¬

tinuing education for general practitioners, using
existing postgraduate facilities, with minimal
financial outlay.

Introduction

TN September 1977 a group of general practitioners,
-¦-dissatisfied with the lecture and consultant-centred
learning, set up a peer group to meet and discuss general
practice problems on a regular basis. Members were
drawn from trainees, trainers, and principals in roughly
equal numbers, and all have contributed to the success
of the meetings. Topics began with general discussions
on set clinical subjects, and then evolved through clini¬
cal case presentations, research topics, and, more re¬

cently, audit of clinical standards.
After about 18 months it became clear that a viable

group had emerged, and members began to ask why,
and what had been achieved. It was easy to describe
what the group did not do, but the secrets of its success

were not immediately obvious. It was also thought that
a peer group of trainers, trainees, and principals was

unusual. Therefore it was decided to analyse all meet¬
ings held in the first two years, from September 1977 to
November 1979.

Aims

The aims of the study were fourfold:

1. To describe the organization of the group meetings
2. To analyse the subjects discussed
3. To describe the workings of the group process
4. To analyse the participants of the group.
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Method

The attendance records and titles of all meetings were
available on file at the local postgraduate centre. A
record was made of all attendances by each doctor, and
an index prepared of each doctor's personal details (sex,
practice status, year of qualification, medical school,
higher qualifications). Each meeting was analysed, and
the number and nature of regular attenders defined.

Results

1. Organization
Meetings took place about once a month on Tuesday
evenings from 20.00 to 22.00 hours in Good Hope
Hospital Postgraduate Centre, Sutton Coldfield. De¬
tails of meetings were circulated to all members of the
postgraduate centre by the secretary, and also displayed
on the noticeboard. All general practitioners, trainees,
and hospital doctors were welcome to attend, and
doctors attended from up to 10 miles away. Funding.
in the way of a lecture fee for the person convening each
meeting.was from the university via Section 63. Coffee
and biscuits were provided.
The group is not affiliated to any one organization. It

has never been financed by a drug company, is not
formally related to any vocational training scheme or

the Royal College of General Practitioners, and it is not
a drinking or dining club. Attendance is voluntary.
There is no chairman, but a convener is elected by the
group to prepare the next meeting on a mutually agreed
topic. The small seminar room in the postgraduate
centre is used for meetings, and members sit in a circle.

2. Subjects
There were 19 meetings in the two-year period. At first,
the topics were clinical, and these were followed by case

presentations of a clinical nature. As the group de¬
veloped self-confidence, subjects such as the consul¬
tation, marital problems, and behavioural topics were

discussed. More recently, research topics and analyses
of workload and clinical standards have been tackled.

3. Group dynamics
The group is a peer group and appears to have no single
leader. Members have slowly developed awareness and
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Figure 1. Relation'ship between the frequency of attendance of each doctor and the number of
doctors attending.

ability to accept and give criticism in an open and
constructive manner. Trainees have not been intimi-
dated by this and have performed well; they have con-
vened and organized four of the meetings.
The group appears to have gone through three phases

of development: childhood, adolescence, and eventvl1Uy
adult maturity (Pereira Gray, 1977).

4. Group members
There were 31 doctors in the group, five women and 26
men. There were 10 trainees, 11 trainers or course
organizers and 11 principals. The mean number of years
qualified was 12, the range three to 30 years. Birming-
ham University graduates formed the largest group,
with 12 doctors, and a further 11 doctors had graduated
from the other English medical schools. Three were
graduates from Scottish schools, one from an Irish
school, and four came from overseas. Nineteen of the
31 doctors had higher qualifications. The mean number
of those attending was nine, the range six to 13.

Figure 1 shows that two groups of doctors attended.
There was a hard core of six 'regulars' who attended
more than 10 times, and a larger group who attended
less frequently (some being new trainees recently joining
the group). All six regulars are members of the Royal
College of General Practitioners, all have other higher
qualifications, and all except one are trainers or course
organizers. The odd one out has played a large role in
undergraduate teaching and the local College faculty.

Discussion

Group work is now proving a valuable and highly rated
method for continuing education in general practice
(Journal of the Royal College of General Practitioners,
1975; Law, 1980). There have been several accounts of
workshops and their group dynamics (Marinker, 1972;

Pereira Gray, 1977), but the Sutton Coldfield group
does not appear to be typical. It seems to be a true peer
group, whereas trainee groups led by course organizers
or trainers do not appear to function in the same way.

Trainer workshops in many areas often seem to be
unsuccessful and poorly attended, with much aggression
generated. Many trainers have become disillusioned and
their groups have disbanded. The Sutton Coldfield
group is none of these and has from the beginning
decided its own role and set its own tasks. The success
and strength of the group possibly lies in the hard core
of six regulars, who may bring special skills and en-
thusiams to the group.
With enthusiasm, at little expense, and using existing

educational facilities, a viable group can easily be set up
which can be a valuable educational tool for the con-
tinuing education and interest of general practitioners.
In this way it can help to fulfil one of the aims of the
College's Royal Charter, namely to maintain the highest
standards of general practice.
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