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T
wice recently, the BJGP has been under attack on the familiar grounds that
‘There’s nothing in it for the average GP.’ At the risk of sending all readers off
to sleep, we need to repeat that the purpose of the journal is to publish, if we

can, the best research from primary care worldwide. The problem embodied in this
ambition is familiar to all of us — authors, readers, and publishers. Primary research
is not, on the whole, something that clinicians can instantly pick up and apply to
their routine practice. Even when it looks like the kind of science that ought to be
applicable, we still have to persuade the patients that what the science says is worth
listening to.

The MMR debate rumbles on. On page 904, we publish an illuminating focus
group study of parents discussing why they had or had not agreed to have their
children immunised for MMR. The science failed to convince some of the parents
(including some of those whose children had been immunised). However, even
when it did there were other considerations, among them the general practitioners’
financial interest in high immunisation rates. This, incidentally, answers one of the
questions posed in the BMJ’s coverage of the same issue in its 13 October issue
(BMJ 2001; 323: 838-840). Some doctors (see the BMJ again) share the parents’
distrust of experts; others despair of what they see as a flight from science. In the
same vein, Neville Goodman weighs in heavily on page 952, attacking not only the
pseudoscience of the complementary medicine lobby, but also the writers who
extol its worth in the media. As we all know, the lack of scientific evidence doesn’t
discourage our patients from flocking to complementary practitioners in large
numbers, and on page 914 a paper by Simpson et al reports that some are taking
their children too, though perhaps the numbers going to practitioners, as opposed
to the numbers using complementary remedies, are lower than expected.

Before anyone concludes that the doctors can shrug off all responsibility for any
of the NHS’s ills, turn to Bahrami’s account of dealing with underperforming doctors
on page 892. This paper raises many questions. Is this small number of doctors the
full extent of our problem, or only a tiny proportion? What became of those where
the process failed to produce a satisfactory outcome? Will all the effort prove to be
worthwhile in the long run? What the paper does reveal is a willingness to start
tackling such issues, and to do so in the open, perhaps at last supporting a case for
professional self-regulation.

Deprivation turns up again on the Back Pages, with Norman Beale getting his
own back on the editor (page 949), rescuing some narrative from oblivion. But for
those who find the contents of this month’s BJGP too inward looking, the Back
Pages also contain articles to provoke thought on a grander scale. On page 950,
Richard Byng and Karen Smith describe a radical experiment with time banking.
Nathan Ford, of Médecins sans Frontières, contributes two pieces. On page 948 he
returns to the TRIPS question and reveals once again the huge institutionalised
problems faced by those trying to improve health in the Third World, and on page
946 he deals more specifically with the problems faced by those trying to work in
Afghanistan.
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