
LETTERS *. CORRESPONDANCE

the case study, a patient is seen by the
doctor for an upper respiratory tract
infection (URI). The doctor notices the
patient is bothered and uses the
BATHE technique. The patient disclos-
es that she is unable to cope with her
work environment and related stress-
es. The doctor responds with empathy
and suggestions for dealing with the
URI. The patient leaves, thanking the
doctor and feeling more relaxed. The
patient has received a brief diversion
from her psychosocial stresses in addi-
tion to treatment for the URI.

In my opinion, the next step should
be to direct the patient to a profession-
al mental health counselor for psy-
chosocial assessment and counseling.
The patient wlll then be BATHED with
complete physical and psychosocial
treatment.

- Don Johnston, RN, CPMHN(C), BSN
Barrie, Ont
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Response
As stated in the article, the BATHE
technique is a short counseling

technique, not a substitute for detailed
psychotherapy. However, it has the
advantage of letting patients know their
doctors care and listen. Often, this
opens up further communication. In
subsequent visits, doctors can find out
how patients are doing or patients can
volunteer more information. When
there are serious psychosocial stresses,
doctors should do one of two things:
spend more time exploring and dealing
with the issues, or direct patients to
other mental health professionals for
further assessment and management.

- Vincent Poon, MD
Toronto

The art of medicine
T he two articles, "Reconsidering

sore throats,"1"2 confirmed my

own feelings that we physicians take
an unscientific approach to diagnosing
and treating this common problem.
However, the solutions offered make
me wonder if we are looking too hard
at a simple concern.
The authors suggested taking

throat cultures from patients present-
ing with two or more symptoms from a
"sore throat score." Fifty-five percent
of patients presenting with sore
throats fall in this category. In an aver-
age week, which includes weekend
coverage, I might see 50 patients with
sore throats. Our local laboratory
informs me they charge the health
care plan $22 for one throat culture. Is
this a cost-effective way of doing
things? It does not include the extra
time spent calling patients to stop or
start antibiotics.

Where is it written that every diag-
nosis must be verified by a test? My
best preceptors always made me ask
the question, "Will the test change
the management of this case?" before
I ordered the test. In this era of fiscal
restraint in health care, we must
remember that every x-ray or
laboratory test uses funds from our
global budget. As clinicians and
researchers, we must have a collec-
tive consciousness of how we use our
resources. Where is the confidence
in our clinical judgment? Do we need
an algorithm for every medical prob-
lem we see?

It is vital for our profession to criti-
cally appraise what we do. Should this
apply to every medical diagnosis? I
fear in our quest for scientific valida-
tion, we will lose an important part of
medicine... the art of medicine.

-Richard A. Nishikawa, MD, CCFP
Lacombe, Alta
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Response
r Nishikawa asks, "Is this a cost-
effective way of doing things?"

Cost effectiveness is more than the dif-
ference in the costs of two approaches.
The effectiveness of services provided
in achieving a particular objective
must also be considered. It is only
where approaches are equally effec-
tive that cost becomes the determi-
nant. Therefore, one must first ask,
"Are alternatives equally effective in
the management of patients with sore
throats?"

Office visits for sore throats are
considered necessary to identify
Group A streptococcal (GAS) infection
for treatment. The article1 presents all
studies we could find on how accurate
physicians are in picking up such
infections. Family physicians appear to
miss 25% to 50% of GAS infections
when using clinical judgment. The
"score" has been estimated to miss
15% of cases. Thus, the score is likely
more effective than clinical judgment
for idenWing patients with GAS infec-
tions; it is certainly not worse.

Prescription of unnecessary antibi-
otics has become an important out-
come for assessing effectiveness, as it
can no longer be considered inconse-
quential.2 In treating sore throats,
unnecessary antibiotics would be
those prescribed to patients who do
not have GAS infections. Typically, 80%
to 90% of sore throat patients do not
have GAS infections.' Using clinical
judgment as a basis for deciding to
prescribe might lead to 20% to 40% of
such patients receiving antibiotics.
The score is most effective in reducing
unnecessary antibiotic prescriptions.
The score is really just another

form of the more traditional clinical
judgment to which Dr Nishikawa
refers. It uses the same clinical find-
ings that family physicians currently
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