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Forty years of the RCGP: a view from outside the

British Isles

CHRIS VAN WEEL

Introduction

HE Royal College of General Practitioners is the oldest

scientific organization of general practice. Most general prac-
titioners outside the British Isles come across the College sooner
or later in their career. My own acquaintance with the RCGP
began early in my general practice career when an exchange with
the College’s north of England faculty was held in Rotterdam.
This meeting of British-and Dutch colleagues impressed me and
it was here I met for the first time the man who was to be my
MD supervisor, the organizer of the exchange and an associate
of the RCGP, Heert Dokter.

Of the presentations at the exchange conference, the Teesside
study. of the benefits of home treatment of acute myocardial
infarction versus hospital treatment stood out for its quality and
relevance (Colling A, et al. 1979. Unpublished results). For a
long time, that study exemplified for me the need to study
diseases and treatment in the clinical context of general prac-
tice. The message was clear: both the British and the Dutch col-
leges had a lot to offer a young general practitioner.

A few years later at a meeting of the editorial board of
Huisarts en Wetenschap, the Dutch College research journal,
its editor and later president of the World Organization of Family
Doctors (WONCA), Arthur Hofmans gave me a copy of the
Journal of the Royal College of General Practitioners to read.
Leaflets in the Journal announced the College’s 1977 spring
meeting. Arthur suggested I attend the meeting where I would
meet the Journal editor Denis Pereira Gray who was in charge
of the spring meeting.

I went to Exeter, not knowing what to expect, but convinced
it was a good idea. That spring meeting was a series of new pro-
fessional experiences and was the start of a warm friendship with
Denis. Later meetings followed the same pattern and from them
I have come to have a better appreciation of what is taking place
in British general practice as well as having made many good
friends. The Journal of the Royal College of General Practi-
tioners, now the British Journal of General Practice, has since
been my monthly and most direct link with the RCGP.

My personal experience will be mirrored by others. General
practitioners from many countries have turned to the College
and to British general practice for support. Essential in all of
this is reciprocity, so vital in the scientific community: meetings
serve to teach one about new developments, but also allow one
to present and discuss one’s own research.

This year is the 40th anniversary of the RCGP. The College
has stimulated international developments in WONCA and the
Societas Internationalis Medicinéd Generalis (SIMG), and the
founding of national colleges in many ceuntnes English as the
lingua franca of medicine, has unquestionably facilitated this.
The Journal too has played an 1mportant part in international
communication.

This paper is written to commemorate the College’s 40th
anniversary. I will concentrate on the Journal as that is the most
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obvious voice of the RCGP, particularly outside the British Isles.
Its readership is well established, throughout the international
world of general practice, but readership is only one side of scien-
tific reciprocity; the other is international contributions. An
analysis of the contributions to the Journal from outside the
British Isles is reported here.

Study of Journal contributions

All the authors of original contributions to the Journal of the
Royal College of General Practitioners/British Journal of
General Practice over the period 1964 —90 have been studied.
Where authors were based outside the British Isles, the title, type
of paper, year of publication and characteristics of the authors
were recorded.

A total of 2764 contributions published over the period
1964 — 90 were analysed: 629 editorials and 2135 papers (original
papers, review articles and discussion papers). The number of
papers published each year varied between 79 and 113. In all,
154 of the papers published (7.2%) had authors from outside
the British Isles. This percentage remained fairly stable over the
years studied. Eleven papers were co-written by British authors
and authors from outside the British Isles. There were papers
from 24 countries. Those countries contributing more than 10
papers over the study period are shown in Table 1.

The majority of authors from outside the British Isles were
academic general practitioners (87%); particularly in the decade
1981-90. A few contributions (4%) came from authors of ap-
parent UK origin who were practising abroad, for example with
the British forces. The international contributions, like all the
papers published over the period, covered topics as diverse as
the management and natural course of acute and chronic
diseases, prevention, the organization of primary care, general
practitioners’ and patients’ attitudes, interviewing skills and
teaching.

Discussion

The Royal College of General Practitioners was the first of the
scientific societies of our profession and its foundation has been
as much the start of an international as a national development.
The College Journal has testified to this ‘international’ dimen-
sion, reporting on international conferences and meetings, and
providing information on general practice around the world. My
journey through 27 years of the Journal was fascinating and
provided evidence of the College’s role in international general
practice.

Table 1. Number of contributions from those countries contnbutmg
more than 10 papers over the study period.

No. of contributions

1964- 1971- 1976- 1981- 1986-

70 75 80 85 90 Total
The Netherlands 1 3 9 2 13 28
USA 1 (o] 7 9 4 21
Israel 5 2 4 5 5 21
Canada 3 8 4 4 2 21
New Zealand 2 1 2 2 4 11
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The evolution of the Journal into a modern medico-scientific
journal represents an important development in our profession.
This development set the international pace and direction for
general practice. General practitioners from outside the British
Isles have been able to follow the development both as
individuals and scientific groups; and as contributors. Language
has been an undeniable factor in this; English being the language
of international scientific speech.

The analysis presented here supports the position of the
RCGP in international general practice. The College no longer
acts primarily as a promoter of general practice colleges, but
as an agent in the dissemination and exchange of research. The
College Journal offers general practitioners around the world

a forum in which to present scientific work and it sets the
standards for peer review in, and the publication of, general
practice research.

This is a profound sign of the vitality of the College: from
its foundation it took upon itself an international role. This
international dimension is as alive today as it was 40 years ago
and I am looking forward confidently to the next 40 years of
the Royal College of General Practitioners.
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College Publications

EDUCATION FOR GENERAL PRACTICE

VOCATIONAL TRAINING

The Future General Practitioner — Learning and Teaching
One of the RCGP’s all-time best sellers. ‘This stimulating and provocative
book has been written by six outstanding general practitioners. It deserves
to be read not only by teachers in general practice, but also by teachers
in other fields of medicine’ — British Medical Journal.

£9.50 (£10.50 non-members)

A System of Training for General Practice

(Occasional Paper 4)

Pereira Gray’s ‘best seller’ describes the philosophy and aims of one
department of general practice and outlines a practical method of
organizing training for general practice. £3.00

The Influence of Trainers on Trainees in General Practice
(Occasional Paper 21)

Reports a study in the north of England comparing two groups of trainees
with the characteristics of their trainers. Useful for all involved in
training. £3.25

Clinical Knowledge and Education for General Practitioners
(Occasional Paper 27)

Reports a study comparing the actions of groups of GPs and specialists
faced with seven common clinical conditions. Useful for education and
research in general practice. £3.50

Priority Objectives for General Practice Vocational Training
(Occasional Paper 30)

Sets out the Oxford region’s priority objectives for training: primary care,
communication, organization, professional values and personal and
professional growth. £3.50

Course Organizers in General Practice

{Occasional Paper 34)

This report of a major national survey of course organizers provides the
most comprehensive and up-to-date information available on the
subject. £4.50

Towards a Curriculum for General Practice Training
(Occasional Paper 44)

Examines several topical issues, including educational assessment, and
does not shirk from tackling some of the major problems about current
systems. £6.00

A College Plan (Occasional Paper 49)

Comprises three statements approved by the Council of the College during
1989/90: An Academic Plan for General Practice, An Educational Strategy
for General Practice for the 1990s, and the Faculties — the Future of the
College. £9.50

CONTINUING EDUCATION

Section 63 Activities (Occasional Paper 11)

Tackles controversial topics, such as.the effectiveness of activities
provided under Section 63 and what the doctors responsible for them
think. £3.75

(Tel: 071-225 3048, 24 hours).

All the above can be obtained from the Sales Office, Royal College of General Practitioners, 14 Princes Gate, London SW7 1PU (Enquiries,
Tel: 071-823 9698). Prices include postage. Cheques should be made payable to RCGP Enterprises Ltd. Access and Visa welcome

Continuing Education for General Practitioners
(Occasional Paper 38)

This investigation of the patterns of attendance at continuing education
meetings compares the characteristics of general practitioners who attend
regularly with those who attend occasionally or not at all. £6.00

UNDERGRADUATE EDUCATION

Undergraduate Medical Education in General Practice
(Occasional Paper 28)

An AUTGP working group analyses the GMC recommendations on
undergraduate medical education and the contribution which general
practice can make. £3.50

The Contribution of Academic General Practice to

Undergraduate Medical Education (Occasional Paper 42)
The result of a questionnaire sent to all academic departments of general
practice in the British Isles. Gives information on curricula, assessment
procedures, staff training and teaching methods. £6.50

ASSESSMENT

What Sort of Doctor? (Report 23)
Describes the most radical system so far published on the assessment
of performance review by GPs in their own practices. £5.00

Practice Assessment and Quality of Care
(Occasional Paper 39)

An extensive review of the literature of assessment and quality in general
practice with special reference to practice visiting. £5.00

Rating Scales for Vocational Training in General Practice
1988 (Occasional Paper 40)

A new set of 23 rating scales, with subscales, produced by the
Department of General Practice at Manchester to enable trainers to
monitor progress of vocational trainees during their general practice year.

£5.00

Practice Activity Analysis (Occasional Paper 41)

Describes the results of practice activity analysis undertaken by the RCGP
Birmingham Research Unit over a number of years and discusses its role
as a practical approach to audit and assessment of quality. £6.50

Examination for Membership of the Royal College of
General Practitioners (MRCGP) (Occasional Paper 46)
Provides a comprehensive overview of the College’s examination,
describing its development, current state and future trends. Includes
sample questions and answers. £6.50

Fellowship by Assessment (Occasional Paper 50)

Reports a new route to Fellowship of the College by peer review. Describes
the history of its development, gives current criteria, and includes the
research evidence and College policies which relate to these. £7.50
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