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Television medicine

Sir,—I have followed the recent articles and
correspondence about television medicine
with interest and concern. As so often happens
in broadcasting, the opinions expressed are
enormously diverse and frequently contra-
dictory; but I would like to comment on some
at least of the strands of thought.

First of all you suggest, in your leading
article of 18 March (p 667), that I, as a scientist,
should gather together 20 uncommitted people
and listen to the conclusions they draw from
watching various medical programmes. I
doubt if this would be a very helpful, still less
a scientific way of going about the problem,
particularly as our audience research depart-
ment has, at one time and another, conducted
some eight surveys, involving much greater
numbers of people, into the effects of medical
programmes. Copies of these are available if
you are interested.

I can only summarise the findings in the briefest
of ways, but we discover, for instance, and perhaps
surprisingly, that programmes do not in general
seem to have much effect on people’s subsequent
behaviour—for example, in two studies only 5°,, or
6 ¢, of general practitioners reported that they had
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been consulted by one or more patients as a result
of programmes.

Nor is there much evidence of increased anxiety
from watching programmes. After a programme on
cancer viewers rated it seventh in a list of 20
worries, whereas non-viewers rated it tenth. Other
studies showed a lesser effect or none at all.

Confidence in the outcome of treatment,
however, generally showed a considerable improve-
ment after watching—for example, of viewers of a
programme on sex problems, 22°, were very
confident in the outcome of treatment for impo-
tence, whereas only 9 ©, of non-viewers felt this way.

Confidence in the medical profession also
seems to increase slightly as a result of watching
medical programmes—for example, following a
programme on cancer 63°, of viewers thought
there had been a “great deal or a lot of progress.”
The figure for non-viewers was 52°¢,. Following
another programme 78 ¢, of viewers thought “GPs
do a wonderful job,” while the figure for non-
viewers was 71°,.

Improvements in ability to answer simple
questions after watching medical programmes have
been very variable, from large to small, with, alas,
occasional instances of a slightly reduced ability to
answer correctly.

An interesting minor point is that 40°¢, of
people say they feel squeamish about watching

operations on television, and this figure does not
seem to have fallen over 20 years. But even of
these a majority are in favour of showing operations
with suitable warnings.

I would not want to attach undue weight to these
findings, but they suggest, to me at least, that the
cffects of medical television programmes are
modestly beneficial for most pcople. But surveys
cannot pick up the small number of people who are
upset in one way or another, and these, of course,
are the ones who turn up in GPs’ surgeries.

Where does the balance of good and ill lie
in this equation? Some 5 million people are
likely to watch a medical programme, and it
looks as though some good is done to most of
them. But it also looks as though one in 20
GPs get consulted by one or more patients
because they are seriously troubled by what
they have seen. Since there are about 23 000
GPs this suggests one or two thousand people
altogether. No doubt some of these consul-
tations were desirable in that treatment was
necessary. But others no doubt were with
people troubled to no purpose. On any
showing, however, these must have been a very
small minority of viewers and one might
remember that a lot of people are worried in
varying degrees about illness anyway.

In the leading article mentioned above you
make a number of other points, the most
important of which is the need for balance,
and you instance Norwegian broadcasting,
where this is enforced by Parliament. But the
fact of the matter is that ever since John



