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This month Hannaford’s group revisits the
symptom iceberg, that mass of
undeclared symptoms experienced in the
community that lies below the waterline of
medical consultation (page 12). They
studied 2-week symptom recall in 2474
adults under 60, half of whom had
experienced one or more of a list of 25
symptoms offered to them, and found that
individuals reported a mean of 3.66
different symptoms. There were
predictable relationships between the
number of symptoms experienced and a
range of demographic parameters, with
household income emerging as a notably
strong associated factor; feeling tired,
headaches, joint pain, and back pain were
all reported by over 25% of responders.
Almost 2% reported unintended weight
loss, and 2.5% have seen blood in their
stools. Most of these symptoms will never
have become the subject of a medical
consultation, but their sheer ubiquity
emphasises the need to carefully consider
the politically sensitive question of
improving access to primary care.
Chronic illness was also strongly

associated with reporting more symptoms,
although this relatively young population
would be likely to have less chronic illness
than within a wider age range. The
increasingly important topic of
comorbidity is examined by Salisbury and
colleagues (page 18), who found that 16%
of patients (those with more than one
chronic condition as defined by the Quality
Outcomes Framework) account for 32% of
all general practice consultations and,
using a wider definition of chronic illness,
the 58% of patients who have
multimorbidity are responsible for 78% of
consultations. Longitudinal continuity of
care was found to be less in those with
comorbidity.
The challenges of providing adequate

primary care structures to deliver effective
chronic disease management are explored
in a European study involving 10 countries
by van Lieshout and colleagues (page 25),
who identified the adequacy of the
electronic patient record and practice
computer systems as crucial ingredients of
effective care. Chronic disease
management also appeared to be
enhanced in countries such as Finland and
Spain, where health centres tend to be
larger and employ more doctors and other
staff. The importance of the electronic

medical record — this time in supporting
preventive medical activities — is
emphasised in a French study by Blanquet
and co-workers (page 32).
If you had thought that the use of

antidepressants in the management of
depression is straightforward, read our
opposing discussion papers on the topic
— Middleton and Moncrieff leave us with
the slogan ‘unlikely to do any good and
may do some harm’ (page 47), while
Anderson and Haddad advocate a careful
assessment of the appropriateness of drug
and non-drug interventions in individual
patients (page 50). As GP commissioning
consortia begin to emerge from the
shadows of the NHS White Paper this will
be an important topic of debate — how
much pressure should we exert to ensure
greater access to the psychological
therapies? In a time of financial constraint,
what are the short and long-term costs and
benefits of pharmacotherapy and
psychological treatments?
Commissioners of services also need an

evidence base on which to base decisions
about end-of-life care. Stephen Barclay
has highlighted a series of gaps in our
knowledge about the needs of terminally ill
patients and the different arrangements
that may be required for patients dying of
cancer and non-cancer diseases, such as
heart failure (page 53). Barclay identifies a
series of questions that represent a
substantial research agenda for primary
care in this extremely important field.
Reporting the first steps in an inspiring

initiative, Graham Watt’s first ‘Deep End’
article introduces a series on providing
care for the most socioeconomically
deprived people in Scotland, involving 100
practices caring for over 430 000 patients
(page 66).
We hope that global health and an

increasingly international perspective will
find their way into the Journal in future, and
Thompson and Ballard’s call to action for
general practice to become much more
engaged in promoting a ‘low-carbon
healthcare system’ will resonate with many
(page 3). Another consideration for
commissioners of services, as well as for
our interactions with individual patients.
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