
Editorials

Doctors talking to patients

7OCTORS talking to patients was published by Her
Majesty's Stationery Office in 1976 and represented

the result of extensive research in the Department of
General Practice in the University of Manchester by
Professor P. S. Byrne and his close colleague, Dr B. E.
Long. Professor Byrne was the first professor of general
practice in England and a distinguished president of the
Royal College of General Practitioners for the three
years 1974-76. Dr Long was one of the first education-
alists to collaborate with general practitioner teachers,
and his major contributions, originally through the
teachers' courses at the Manchester Department of
General Practice, and later through books such as
Learning to care, ' have been substantial.

Since publication eight years ago, Doctors talking to
patients has become widely quoted both inside and
outside the medical profession. The significance of the
book in the history of general practice was appreciated
early and a contemporary editorial in the JournaP noted
that in some respects it could be seen as a radical
development comparable in impact with the work of
Michael Balint3 more than a decade earlier. Balint's
special contribution had been to open the door for the
analysis of consultations using the perspective of beha-
vioural, and particularly psychoanalytical, theory. The
understanding that he and his colleagues attained has
enriched the world of general practice ever since. The
problem, however, that is inherent in psychoanalytical
analysis of consultations, lies in the method. Interpreta-
tion is not only inevitably coloured by the presenting
doctor but also by the skills of the group leader. For
these reasons the use of the tape-recorder was a water-
shed in the understanding of the consultation. It intro-
duced objectivity by recording words and events as they
occurred; it enabled large series of consultations to be
recorded; and it enabled recordings to be relayed.

It is but one step from tape-recording to transcrip-
tion, and in Doctors talking to patients the reader could
see a wider variety of styles and greater range of
consultations than any book had previously shown.
Here was a rich mine of information, which made it
possible to analyse consultations. Doctors talking to
patients contains one notable theoretical model (p 21):

'I The doctor establishes a relationship with the patient.
II The doctor either attempts to discover or actually
discovers the reason for the patient's attendance.

III The -doctor conducts a verbal or physical examin-
ation or both.

IV The doctor, or the doctor and the patient, or the
patient (in that order of probability) consider the con-
dition.

V The doctor, and occasionally the patient, detail treat-
ment or further investigation.
VI The consultation is terminated usually by the doc-
tor.'

The importance of this model is that it emphasizes in
phase II the importance to the primary care generalist of
finding out why the patient has actually come. This may
well prove to be one of the subtler distinctions between
medicine inside and outside hospital. The hospital con-
sultant's parallel problem is often to find out why the
general practitioner has really referred the patient.
Doctors talking to patients is now seen to have been

important in stimulating the use of tape-recorders
(which are relatively easy to buy and use) by general
practitioners in order to analyse the nature of their
communication with patients. Few who have done so
have failed to benefit and many have learnt impressive
new facts about their consultation techniques.
As technology moves on, the video camera is increas-

ingly challenging, if not replacing, the tape-recorder as a
means of recording consultations as it has the further
advantage of recording visual cues and nonverbal be-
haviour of both patients and doctors. As theory and
practice become more refined, the video-recorder may
finally replace the tape-recorder for recording consulta-
tions. However, what remains is evidence of the poten-
tial of recording for improving understanding of the
consultation and perhaps, one day, the quality of care in
general practice.

It recently became clear, both in vocational training
schemes and on trainers' courses, that a new generation
of trainees and principals were not only unfamiliar with
this book but were unable to obtain it. It is therefore a
pleasure to report that, with the courteous cooperation
of Her Majesty's Stationery Office, Doctors talking to
patients is available again. We hope that the new
generation of general practitioners will find it as inter-
esting and helpful as the previous generation.
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Note. Doctors talking to patients is available from the Publications
Sales Office, 8 Queen Street, Edinburgh, EH2 IJE, price £10.50
including postage. Payment should be made with order.
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