
Editorials

THE PILL AND THE PRACTITIONER

THOUGH the Pill has now become a part of our professional lives, and a part too
of the social life of nearly every country in the world, there was a time when it was

something new, and something a little suspect because of the emotional overtones that
discussions of its use aroused. It was during this phase of adjustment, in December
1965, that the Research Committee was meeting routinely at the College. The subject
was not even on the agenda but it was introduced by leave and at first discussion was
somewhat apathetic.

It was left to one member of the committee to strike the spark. "Whether we like
it or not oral contraception is going to become part of the civilization in which we live.
No one knows what the social or medical consequences will be. We are probably the
only people who can study this on the scale necessary to give us answers soon". The
tenor of discussion changed. It became positive and constructive. It came alive and
in that moment there began the planning of the largest enterprise the College has ever
undertaken.

Decisions had to be made. Could social influences be studied as well as medical
ones? How many observers would be needed? How should they be recruited and what
should they be asked to do? Clearly this was a matter for a working party, the members
of which accepted nomination readily and were soon at work. As has happened in
College affairs on more than one occasion the moment produced the man and the
course of subsequent events was charted and held by a recorder who was matched to
the task.

The series of events which led to yellow cards in thousands of medical record
envelopes throughout the country will be recounted elsewhere but the end of the recruit-
ing phase on 31 July is a point at which we can consider what has been achieved. Just
1,500 general practitioners have recruited between 45,000 and 50,000 patients. A unit
exists where, over the next five years, the sickness experience of these women, 'takers'
and 'matched controls' alike, will be stored in a computer able to link together consecu-
tive illnesses as they occur. Measurement of the medical consequences of the Pill
is 'on'.

The preliminaries to an exercise of this kind themselves afford valuable experience
and the College has itself learned much. Collaboration with the medical departments of
interested manufacturers, university departments, the securing of appropriate finance,
with the assistance of the Research Foundation of the College have all blazed trails
which time will broaden. Many doctors in practice are taking part in a research project
for the first time and of these no doubt some will find this the start of a continuing
interest. The College will gain further from their help.

A start has been made. What now remains? Perhaps the hardest task of all, that
of maintaining a standard of recording which will satisfy the sternest critics. Analytical
technology can only give results which are as sound as the data to which it is applied.
The information to be worked on will come from over 1,000 consulting rooms and on
each of those taking part lies the duty of keeping the computer input straight. The
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recording methods will become familiar with use and the task of recording that much
easier but ease must not permit any relaxation of accuracy in recording. No other
research project with which the College has been concerned has ever been watched so
closely. Colleagues in medicine and science in this country and overseas await the
outcome of the study and those concerned are well aware of this.

How soon will answers come up? This cannot be predicted though already there is
evidence that the smoking habits of those who use oral contraception differ from those
who do not. How soon can special problems be examined within the framework of the
main study? These things the future will show. What has been firmly established is
that the Pill is, and will remain, very much the concern of the practitioner and by the
objective evaluation of the consequences of its use he is able to make a unique contribu-
tion to medical knowledge.

FOOD

EVERY day in the daily papers and in the weekly magazines we are titillated by the
description of gloriously exotic, gastronomic repasts. Interest in food is almost

universal. Even in the august Times, a weekly column on 'Eating in' is nicely balanced
with one on 'Eating out'. Perhaps in revolt against this the medical world appears
to have lost interest in dietetics, the science of feeding. Though the universal cry is
still "get thinner," little instruction is given on how to do it; indeed the plight of the obese
is still not well appreciated.

The publication ofnew editions to two standard textbooks during the last few months
is therefore welcome. Hutchison's Foodand the principles ofnutrition, was first published
in 1900. Davidson's Human nutrition and dietetics appeared first in 1940 at the
beginning of the rationing period of the last war. These two large books complement
each other. Hutchison's is a description of the foods which we eat, Davidson concent-
rates on the diseases which may arise from the foods which we do not eat, or eat to
excess. Both are comprehensive treatise on the subject and well written. A symposium
held in Cambridge last month on the metabolic aspects of food safety was devoted to the
subject of food additives, of which there are now more than 20,000. In this Journal
Dr Jeffs concludes his review of human nutrition with a plea that we give a thought to
the quantities of "highly-refined, chemically-preserved, coloured, powdered and flaked
products", which we consume. In our daily contacts we, as doctors, have unrivalled
opportunities to help people to understand the sensible choice of food. Civilization
has its hazards as well as its benisons.
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