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SOME GUIDANCE FOR PATIENTS AND 
GPS IN TOUGH TIMES
By way of a confession I have a robust 
aversion to volumes on the shelves of 
the self-help section. I am sure the best 
among us practising GPs are well versed 
in the books that provide the most helpful 
guidance to our patients. Though after long 
days engaged in providing advice in surgery, 
I am more inclined to dive into a novel (or a 
Netflix box set).

I am thankful then to Dr Ellie Cannon 
for sending me this book. The book’s 
comprehensive chapters are heavily imbued 
with her own brand of infectious enthusiasm 
for sorting out work-related health issues. 
The sections are readable and guide us 
through the various aspects of physical 
and mental health problems that can arise 
from unhealthy occupational environments. 
There is a welcome tendency to blur the 
lines between conditions in the pathology 
textbook (such as high blood pressure) and 
those that are plain common sense (such as 
relationship breakdown). Quite rightly there 
are several references to the right kinds of 
talking therapy, which (not for the first time) 
had me feeling bristly about the shameful 
lack of access our patients have to these 
therapies in practical terms. 

However, as the book continues into later 
chapters on seeking help and recovery, 
there are multiple suggestions on ways in 
which patients can help themselves and a 
well-balanced view on what medication has 
to offer. In addition, laying out clearly the 
rights of employees and the responsibilities 

of employers will, I am sure, be empowering 
for large numbers of patients regularly 
crossing the consulting room threshold. 

This book really does read like a 
pleasingly well-structured GP consultation. 
I am therefore quite happy to recommend 
the second addition to the Cannon canon 
(apologies) to those GPs who have patients 
who are struggling. What is more, in these 
times of strife for general practice it may well 
be sound advice, for those of us who are also 
under the cosh of work-related pressures, to 
make time to leaf through a copy.
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ONLY WHEN I LAUGH
There are few books that have made me 
laugh so hard that I have had tears rolling 
down my cheeks, fewer still those that have 
moved me to tears and, until now, none 
that has done both. Adam Kay’s unflinching, 
no-holds-barred, often brutal yet elegiac 
and humane memoir of his time as a junior 
obstetrician did both.

This is Going to Hurt chronicles the life 
and times of one junior doctor, Dr Adam Kay, 
from a house job in 2004 to a senior registrar 
post in 2010. Kay writes with a razor-sharp 
wit coupled with a knowing melancholy that 

will strike a chord with all of his readers, lay 
and doctor alike. Every chapter has its own 
gems but some of my favourites include the 
deceptively simple task of trying to establish 
how many weeks pregnant a patient is: ‘I ask 
a patient in antenatal clinic how many weeks 
she is now. There’s a long pause. Cogs turn. 
A camera slowly pans across a wasteland … 
has she got amnesia? … I start to ask when 
her last period was, and she interrupts’“Well 
I’m 32 in June so that’s got to be more than 
a thousand weeks…” Christ.’ 

Another is Kay lamenting in his uniquely 
funny way about today’s on-call consultant: 
‘Prof Carrow is the consultant on call for 
labour ward today, which is about as much 
use as having a cardboard cutout of Cher on 
call for labour ward. In fact, Cardboard Cher 
might at least raise morale a bit.’

Underneath the laughs and between 
the lines This is Going to Hurt is not just 
a working memoir, it is a political essay 
raising questions that if looked at objectively 
and perhaps outside of medicine beggar 
belief. Running an antenatal clinic one 
registrar down and seeing twice the number 
of patients one has the time or the capacity 
for, Kay ruminates: ‘I strongly suspect that if 
I was a pilot and my co-pilot didn’t turn up, 
the airline might find a better solution than 
“plough ahead and see what happens”.’

Further musings on the creeping 
increasing privatisation of the NHS and a 
concluding open letter to the Secretary of 
State for Health read like a call to arms 
for all of us who work in this beloved yet 
beleaguered institution: the NHS.

It would not be a spoiler alert to reveal 
that ultimately, after 6 years of study and 
a further 6 gruelling years on the wards, 
Kay walked away from medicine because 
he discloses this within the first sentence 
of the book; in the final chapter however he 
narrates with painstaking detail the case 
that acted as a catalyst for his resignation. 

The harrowing nature of the case and the 
damning indictment of the way the NHS 
supports — or rather fails to support — its 
frontline staff leave you feeling that what 
is Kay’s gain by walking away is surely the 
NHS’s and his patients’ loss. 
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