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Psychiatric research in medical perspective

SIrR,—Professor Michael Shepherd has argued
for more research in psychiatry, better formula-
tion of diagnostic concepts, and more work on
the epidemiology of mental disorders. Follow-
ing Vickers, he has recommended supporting
those who have already produced successful
research, providing better rewards for effective
research, and increasing the number of people
involved in research. With all these admirable
ends we would wholeheartedly concur.

One would less readily agree, however, with
his statement ‘‘that advances must be
accounted meagre [in psychiatry] when
measured by the standards achieved in most
other branches of medical science.” Clearly he
considers that thjs deficiency dn psychiatry
has been long term; and ‘he quotessthe. eqrally
pessimistic statentent of Sir Aubrey Lewis:
“nor . . . have theke been discoveries duirtng the
last 20 years comparable to those that have
signalled the growth of therapeutics and
surgery in other fields.” The extraordinary
-thing about this latter comment was that it was
written in 1963. at '3 simme when pswchistuic
treatment was adwanciag more repidly aice

it had done for 150 years. The mental hospitals
were beginning to empty; there was a dramatic
decrease in the mean duration of inpatient
stay; chlorpromazine had been introduced for
the treatment of schizophrenia a few years
before; the antidepressant drugs were just
beginning to be used extensively; the national
suicide rate was starting to decrease sub-
stantially; the effects of the 1959 Mental
Health Act were changing professional
opinion on the management of psychiatric
illnesses,-and this was having repercussions on
the attitudes of society towards mental illness.
Psychiatric research should be the servant of
treatment and, although the quality of
methodology might be called in question, the
-inforidsitn on -which thése mdvances were
made.cldarly served treatment faithfully.

Itis irtwpossible to estimateiow what will be
the long-term benefits from current psychia-
tric research. Research is less concentrated in a
few centres of excellence and more evenly
spread throughout the country than it has
“been in the past. Maltidisciplinary research for
-psychiatry is essential. The vast body of

psychological research relevant to psychiatry
seems to have been largely discounted by
Professor Shepherd, who quotes in this con-
text only Medawar’s comment that psycho-
analysis has been an impediment to the dis-
covery of the true causes of mental illness. In
practice, very few recently trained psycholo-
gists are psychoanalytic in their orientation.
Psychiatrists should welcome collaboration
with psychologists in research and they should
also incorporate a more detailed knowledge -of
psychology into the specialist training of
psychiatrists.

The major ingredient of Professor
Shepherd’s prescription is “the incorporation
of a research training as a central component of
psychiatric education.” This aim is highly
laudable provided that the word research is not'
interpreted too narrowly or confined toe:
closely within the traditional medical per-
spective; it should include psychological and
sociological research as well as the biological
and epidemiological work which he approves.
The Royal College of Psychiatrists has a.
research option as part of the membership -



