
Letters

There is an indication that staff embar-
rassment must be overcome. Apart from
during family planning consultations, staff
found it easiest to raise the subject of con-
doms during travel clinics. However, anec-
dotal evidence from the nurses at the prac-
tices indicates that some found it difficult to
initiate discussions about condoms unless
the patient had done so. Further, in spite of
being trained to do so, health professionals
reported giving only 12% of patients a con-
dom application demonstration.
Most evaluations of condom distribution

through general practice have recommended
that the projects should continue. There
seems little reason for restricting the avail-
ability of the full range of contraceptive
methods from general practice (still less if
the availability of the condom as protection
against sexually transmitted diseases is
also considered). Taking into account the
economic considerations, it may be neces-
sary to limit the numbers distributed and to
target potentially or newly sexually active
and high-risk patients.
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Management of hypertension

Sir,
In the article by Fahey and Peters on inter-
practice variation in control of hyperten-
sion,' they mention that unknown con-
founding factors may be responsible for
the correlation they observed, indicating
that practices who controlled blood pres-
sure well did so whatever guideline was
used as a standard.
We agree with Smith and Clayton,2 and

suggest that an important factor may be the
number of blood pressure recordings taken
before hypertension is diagnosed and, con-
sequently, whether true hypertension
exists. All five guidelines quoted by Fahey
and Peters recommend that more than two
readings should be taken before diagnosis.

In an audit of hypertension management
in five inner-city practices, a significant
proportion of those recorded as having
hypertension and receiving medication had
been diagnosed after only one or two blood
pressure readings had been taken. Of 105
patients diagnosed with hypertension in
1995, 44 (42%) were diagnosed after only
one or two readings. These findings were
repeated for the audit period of 1996, with
40/88 (45%) having two or fewer recorded
blood pressure readings. This mean figure
disguises significant inter-practice varia-
tion (Table 1).

Consequently, blood pressure control
may be excellent, but there may be some
patients who do not necessarily have
hypertension in the first instance.
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Table 1. Proportion of people diagnosed hypertensive after one or two readings (%).

Practices 1 2 3 4 5

1995 12/18 (66) 8/12 (66) 13/41 (32) 2/9 (22) 9/25 (32)
1996 6/11 (55) 8/13 (62) 7/22 (32) 7/12 (58) 12/30 (40)
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Primary care services for problem
drug users

Sir,
Ann Deehan et al (November Journal)
suggest that GPs are only minimally
involved in the care of problem drug users,
and that extra training would not even
encourage them to increase this involve-
ment. '

This conclusion seems to be supported
by their data, derived from a questionnaire

survey to which 52% of the 157 GPs in one
London area responded. Geographically,
service provision for problem drug users
varies considerably throughout the UK.
The same is true in London. In many areas,
the level of GP involvement is considerably
higher than Deehan et al's data suggest.2
A recent London survey of over 200

female drug injectors, of whom 82% were
recruited in the community rather than in
treatment settings, showed three interesting
things (Hunter GM, Judd A. Women
injecting drug users in London: the extent
and nature of their contact with drug and
health services. Submitted to Drug and
Alcohol Review, 1997). First, the majority
of participants were in contact with ser-
vices in relation to their drug use; second-
ly, among those who were not, lack of per-
ceived need for services rather than a per-
ception of service inaccessibility was cited
as the principal reason; and thirdly, the
main service used was general practice.

Outside London, the evidence suggests
that GPs are the principal service
providers in contact with problem drug
users either through 'shared care' arrange-
ments with specialist services or exclu-
sively in primary care where these services
don't exist.34 A survey of 341 GPs in
Manchester achieved a 79% response.5 It
showed a much higher level of contact
between GPs and drug users than in
Deehan et al's study. Sixty-five per cent of
GPs who responded stated a desire for
extra training in this area.

Several things are clear. The first is that
being prepared to work with problem drug
users varies among GPs for a variety of
reasons. Despite this, general practice is
currently the mainstay of the service
response to problem drug use throughout
the UK and, because of the numbers
involved, is likely to remain so. Apart from
a perceived lack of specialist knowledge, a
barrier to further GP involvement is proba-
bly scepticism as to the effectiveness of the
interventions involved. Such evidence that
exists derives almost exclusively from non-
UK, non-primary care settings.6 Clearly,
this is a deficiency and points to an area
where further work is needed.
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