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Editor’s choice
Ignoring doctors: often advisable

One of my most vivid memories of treating patients is
managing a man in his 50s with congenital
hypothyroidism. He presented to us with bilateral
pneumonia and respiratory failure. Should we treat
him? After a long discussion we decided not to. The
next day, when I entered the ward, he was sitting up in
bed reading a comic. Dozens of visitors came to see
him because he was one of the most popular people
in his village. I learnt a lot about the impotence and
ignorance of doctors and the importance of humility.

Sensible people may often ignore what doctors tell
them, which emerges as the theme of this week’s BMJ.
Andrew Ness and others reflect on why so many
people, including many doctors, ignore advice to
avoid sunbathing (p 114). In doing so they invoke
something called “lay epidemiology,” people
interpreting health risks by combining information
from their own experience with what they hear from
the media and other sources. Sometimes, the authors
(all epidemiologists) imply, the lay version of
epidemiology may be better than the conventional
form. Thus they revisit the advice on sunbathing and
argue that the risks have been exaggerated and the
benefits underplayed. Vogue, the fashion magazine,
may, the authors argue, be ahead of medical thinking
(as displayed in the BMJ). That fashion magazines may
be beating us at our own game is depressing—but not
necessarily untrue. I predict a brisk reaction.

Meanwhile people with diabetes are ignoring the
advice of their doctors to test their blood glucose
concentrations regularly (p 83). Evans and others have
looked at 807 patients with type 1 diabetes and
discovered that 16% didn’t redeem any prescriptions
for glucose monitoring strips and only 20% redeemed
enough to test their blood every day, as advised. Why
are patients ignoring their doctors’ advice? This study
can’t provide an answer. Qualitative research is needed.

Our lesson of the week investigates how doctors
would respond to a 19 year old woman who has taken
a potentially fatal overdose but refuses treatment
(p 107). Many doctors would treat the patient without
consent—so laying themselves open to a charge of
battery. The authors, who consulted the defence
societies, advise that in such circumstances doctors
must involve a senior doctor and a psychiatrist and
know the law on assessing capacity to consent.

Finally, R E S Tanner describes how many patients
in the developing world may ignore conventional
doctors and consult traditional healers (p 133). He
explores why and concludes, “Traditional healers
contribute a great deal to keep human suffering
within socially, politically, and economically
manageable proportions in developing
countries.”
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