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Modern medicine has infantilised us and we can no longer self care
Against the motion  
This is a conference full of extremely intelligent people, and as F Scott Fitzgerald wrote way back in 1936 : “The test of a first-rate intelligence is the ability to hold two opposed ideas in the mind at the same time, and still retain the ability to function.”

So – let’s face it. Most of us here could argue passionately on both sides of this debate. Of course – as we have heard/will hear there are many reasons to think we can no longer self care.

But I don’t think this is anything to do with modern medicine.

Modern medicine has produced miracles. The fact that we have a pensions crisis and the fact that every presentation about the modern NHS goes on and on about the problem of so many people living for so long is a mark of our fantastic success. 

So let’s not knock modern medicine. (And speaking as someone who is tiptoeing reluctantly into the older age bracket I’m delighted that we have a problem of folks living too long)

What we do need to think about is how some of us practice modern medicine. 
Everyone in healthcare is breathtakingly busy and getting busier.

As I said in my Mackenzie lecture to the RCGP back in 2005, and talking about medicine practiced in the 1890s:

“ in this era when people are generally vastly healthier than they were in Mackenzie's day we still struggle to provide good access. Mackenzie would probably have thought, with good reason, ‘If only we can cure all the patients with diphtheria, pneumonia, TB, and cholera then the 48-hour access targets should be no problem to us at all.’.

Instead, with all these conditions cured, most of us struggle to meet the demand for our time.”

And part of the problem can be summed up in the only other book I want to quote from today, apart from F Scott Fitzgerald. I’m talking about the classic work:

Topsy & Tim go to the doctor.

In this seminal work, Topsy wakes with a sore throat…..   (Read excerpt)
Later – Tim.   (Read excerpt again)
Real modern medicine wouldn’t practice like this. Real modern medicine would involve Topsy and Tim’s parents being advised about self care. The chance of Topsy or indeed Tim suffering from diphtheria, quinsy, or risking the onset of rheumatic fever is vanishingly small – so what were they doing at the doctor?
This isn’t the fault of modern medicine. But I do wonder if it is driven by a mixture of issues:

· Scaremongering in the press – as in “she took her little boy to the doctor and he said it was flu, but he was dead just a few hours later from meningitis”

· The personality trait that so many of us doctors have which is a need to be needed

· The curious fact that GPs always but always complain that they are too busy – but are simultaneously frequently reluctant to allow others to take over some of their work

· And simple conservatism by both doctors and patients – we’ve always done it this way – allied with the way we’ve trained patients to be humble supplicants at the altar of healthcare, rather then real partners.
Look at the whole issue of medical records. In the NHS Future Forum report on information, we flagged up the importance of patients having access to their own records – something that then became government policy. I’ve lost count of the number of doctors who’ve told me passionately that they strongly disagree with this, that it will change the relationship between doctor and patient for ever.

Yes – absolutely. That’s the point. Whose body is it anyway? We have to really ensure that medicine is a joint venture between doctor and patient – not something that doctors do to patients. And – fascinatingly – when I suggest to these same doctors that they look at the issue from the perspective that they are also patients, they often see it very differently. I remember one doctor who told me how frustrated she was that she knew that her own records were full of inaccuracies, including stating that she had long term conditions that she had never had. She was so frustrated that her GP wouldn’t amend the records – but had earlier spoken against patients having access to their notes. Most odd.
But really modern medicine can’t survive if it goes on the way it has. It will be overwhelmed – indeed it is being overwhelmed. 
The only way forward is for patients to recognise that it is their body and clinicians are there to help, rather than the subtext that is there under so many of our behaviours at the moment. Patients have blood tests and don’t know the results – other than they are fine. (And this is something that has worried me for years – what do patients understand when they are told “Your blood tests are fine – is everything fine? We may be saying – your haemoglobin is normal. They may be hearing – everything is fine, including your HIV status. Who knows.

And Patients are on tablets and don’t know what they are for. We’ve all seen temporary residents who say “I’m on the white ones – not sure what they are for….”

Many of us (doctors and patients) behave in this way without thinking – but the subtext is “Patients – you health is your doctor’s responsibility. We will involve you when we need to.” Rather than “Patients – it’s your body. We are here to help when you need us”.

But that’s not the fault of modern medicine. There are doctors and nurses and patients who absolutely understand this message. There is more to self care than encouraging Topsy and Tim’s parents not to rush to the surgery for a sore throat. It’s a whole approach – a whole recognition of “whose body is it anyway”.

Self care isn’t even an optional extra. 
Just look at the GMC’s Good Medical Practice: There is a section that is headed:  Supporting self care : and which states:

 You should encourage patients and the public to take an interest in their health and to take action to improve and maintain it. This may include advising patients on the effects of their life choices on their health and well-being and the possible outcomes of their treatments.  

It’s not the most exciting wording. But the inference is clear. Self care is central – even to Topsy and Tim
And that really is modern medicine.

