
momentum such that the change has been faster
and gone further than the medical profession
wished.

Since an early enthusiastic endorsement of
patient information leaflets7 the BM7's reports on
developments have highlighted the anxieties of
medicopoliticians.' The most recent guidelines on
advertising are welcome but still emphasise what
doctors should not do.' Leavey and colleagues'
paper on consumerism and general practice
exemplifies the medical profession's satisfaction
with the status quo and the scepticism about
consumerism in medical care.9
The benefits of written information for patients

are self evident and documented.'"" The all
important message for doctors, not yet endorsed
by the BMJ, is that they should meet their
contractual obligations to provide information
with care and flair so that their patients-and
prospective patients-become fully aware of the
range and value of the services they provide.
Doctors cannot assume that registered patients
are already knowledgeable or using services effec-
tively.4" The medical press has been too concerned
with what should be avoided in written informa-
tion, and it is time to reorient the discussion to
what information is desirable and how it should be
presented.
The restrictions that we are now struggling to

guard in the name of patient benefit-for example,
the advertising of special skills by either doctors
practising "alternative" medicine or specialists'
ma' be swept away by policy makers as those
concerning practice leaflets have been. It behoves a
proud and self governing profession to review its
self imposed restrictions on a regular basis and
with a critical eye, retaining only those regulations
that are pertinent to the times. Change agreed
by professional consensus is preferable to that
imposed from outside, but the latter is the inevit-
able consequence of inertia.

R S BHOPAL
Division of Epidemiology and Public Health,
School of Health Care Sciences,
University of Newcastle upon Tyne,
Newcastle tipon 'l'yne NE2 4HH
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Abuse of student electives
SIR,-The chairman of the Medical Academic
Staff Committee seems to suggest that British
medical schools and hospitals are in danger of
being overwhelmed by a flood of foreign students
who, unable to obtain sufficient education in their
own country, use electives in the United Kingdom
as a cheap alternative.' In the context of the
undoubtedly high number of medical graduates in
some European countries, the logical conclusion
must be to shut the doors of hospitals and medical
schools of this country against the foreign invasion
or, failing that, at least let them pay dearly.

If this represents the view of the committee he
chairs, let alone that of the chief medical officer,
the situation is very serious indeed. Over the years

thousands of foreign students have had the
opportunity to spend time in British hospitals,
improve their clinical as well as language skills,
learn about medical education in another country,
see the advantages and problems of a different
health service, and generally broaden their
horizons. I myself had the privilege of spending a
year of my medical training in Glasgow University
(paying for my fees as well as accommodation) as
part of a programme organised by my home
medical school in Hanover, Germany, and the
German Academic Foreign Exchange Service. It
certainly was one ofthe most facinating experiences
of my medical training, and I like to think that I
was able to give something in return-if only by
being a constant source of amusement because of
my efforts to combine a German accent with the
local variety.
The one fact that has always saddened me

is the curious lack of British students using the
same opportunities in return. Our programme
in Hanover was supposed to be an exchange
programme-but there were no applicants from
the United Kingdom. Which hospital in Germany
has had a British student for an elective? I am sure
that the overwhelming majority would be only too
happy to offer their facilities-if there was the
demand. The main reason usually given by my
fellow students in Glasgow was the language
barrier. While I continue to be amazed by the lack
of decent language education in this country, even
this problem can be overcome as most German
doctors and nurses speak enough English to make
an elective worth the student's while. I still fail to
understand why British medical schools do not
encourage their students to go abroad. Is it simply
narrow mindedness? The belief that British is the
best and does not need any comparison? A tight
curriculum that does not leave room for personal
initiative? Or can they just not be bothered? I do
not know the answer, but I feel sorry for the
students who miss out on the opportunity of a
lifetime and for the medical schools, which would
get so much in return.
To try to prevent more foreign students from

doing electives in Britain because of the potential
of the system to be abused would lead to further
deterioration of a situation that is already bad
enough. Would it not be infinitely more rewarding
for the Medical Academic Staff Committee and its
chairman to explore ways of encouraging more
British students to go abroad in order to strike a
better balance? I am sure that there would be
enough partners in Europe more than willing to
help-in this undertaking.
One final word: hardly a week goes by without

advertisements by British health authorities in
the German counterpart of the BMJ3 (Deutsches
Arzteblatt), looking for junior doctors. Could it be
that they are looking in Germany because they are
confident about the standard of medical education
in Germany-and maybe also because they know
that most applicants will have had some experience
of the NHS during their studies?

MARTIN F WILKS
ICI Central Toxicology Laboratory,
Macclesfield SK 10 4TJ

1 Anonymous. Abuse of student electives. BMJ 1991;302:241.
(26 January.)

GPs' and patients' sexual
orientation
SIR,-It has long been difficult for lesbian and gay
people to find a general practitioner with whom
they could feel relaxed in disclosing their sexual
orientation (although for some reason this concern
is usually expressed by gay men), but in the past it
has been difficult to help more than a very few
because of the restrictions on what might be seen as
advertising. Encouraged by the recent changes in

this, the Lesbian and Gay Medical Association has
consulted one of the large defence societies, which
in turn consulted the General Medical Council,
and was reassured that so long as a list of doctors is
not published and that any callers are told that the
information given is not exhaustive then there
should no longer be any objection to collecting the
names of sympathetic practitioners in order to help
individual inquirers.
The association has been asked for help in this

by London Lesbian and Gay Switchboard, a
registered charity that has maintained with trained
volunteers alone for 16 years what is now a 24 hours
a day, 365 days a year personal telephone answering
service. This is a remarkable achievement in itself
but also one that makes this organisation one of the
leading health education and advice resources in
this country, not least in relation to HIV (and not
only to lesbians and gay men). It deals with
inquiries and anxieties from all over the world as
well as in the United Kingdom.

Because Switchboard is frequently asked for
advice on how to find a sympathetic general
practitioner its staff are well aware that this is a real
and unmet concern of our patients (whether or not
it is justified or realistic). They have until now been
unable to do much to help because of the doctrine
that all general practitioners are equally able and
willing to cope with all patients and all problems.
Yet is is probable that some are more likely to
welcome such patients than others, and the listing
of special interests in the new directory of general
practitioner services acknowledges such a pos-
sibility. It would be a great source of comfort to
some of this group of patients to know that they
would most likely be welcome before facing their
new general practitioner.

I should be grateful if general practitioners
who would like their practice to be included in
Switchboard's computerised list (and of course
there is no implication that such a practice includes
a lesbian or gay practitioner) would write to
Switchboard for a very brief questionnaire (about
half a side) on which to fill in minimal information
for a prospective patient to make initial contact.
The address is BM Switchboard, London
WC1N 3XX.

PETER j V WILLIS
London NI 1 DB

Organising a reunion
SIR,-Dr Colin Kenny suggests that general
practitioners are most likely to help by raising
funds for a reunion of undergraduate classmates
from pharmaceutical companies.' Such sponsor-
ship may have been acceptable in the past, but
times change. It would now be contrary to the
guidelines ofthe Association ofthe British Pharma-
ceutical Industry and, indeed, could involve the
pharmaceutical companies concerned in breaches
of the code of practice for the pharmaceutical
industry.

DAVID MASSAM
Association of the British Pharmaceutical Industry,
London SWIA 2DY

1 Kenny C. How to organise a reunion of your undergraduate
classmates. BMJ 1991;302:282-3. (2 February.)

Correction

Child health computing
Two authors' errors occurred in this letter by Ms Sally
Jefferies and others (16 February, p 410). In the
second sentence of the second paragraph, the third
group identified consisted of 220 children and 241
items of information (not 240 items as published). The
first sentence of paragraph three should read, "Of the
241 discrepant items of information, 179 were
verified" (not 221 items as published).
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