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Swrnmary
The author rev,itws the developmmt of
the concept of patient-ca.re and. how
doctors arc changing their thinhing
about the type olcire they rendtrio their
patients. I{e starts with a bisnri.cal
perspe:t?e,, followed. by a desripti.on of a
parallzl develop?nent, then, how this'
clncept wa"s re-d.isc0vered. during tbis
centaly, and.fi.nally how it is rnw used
in med,ical literature. The old. med.icat
model of specifu respznses nnd specffic
cures isjust no longer adequati; there is
n need for a pati.ent-centred. approath
ybere tbe patient as n uni.qwe percon in
his cornphte enpironmcnt is cared. for.
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In 1967 the following statement
appeared in an editorial in the Lancet:
"Care of the doctor-patient relation
has for too long been left to chance;
because of its importance to general
practice it must now be examined,
defined, and raught for only then can
it be practised effectively."I

Indeed, during the rwo decades that
have followed this editorial, much
examinarion and definition of the
doctor-patient relationship has
occured, and one ofthe key concepts
to emerge has been that of patient-
centred care. This paper reviews the
oevelopment ot thls concept
beginning with an introdultion to
the term patient-centred, an historical
perspective, and a description ofa
parallel development, followed by a
review ofthe rediscovery ofthe
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concept during this century and the
subsequent use of the term in the
medical literature.

Introduction of the Term
The term, patient-centred medicine.
was introduced by Michael Balint in
1970 in order to give a name to a
panicular way of thinking.
Patient-centred medicine referred to
the attempt to, ". . . understand the
complaints offered by the patient,
and the symptoms and signs found by
the doctor, not only in teims of
illnesses, but also ai expressions of
the patient's unique in&viduality, his
tensions, his conflicts and
problems".2

This was in contrast to the
illness-centred or scientific wav of
thinking which considered the human
being to be a complex biomedical
machine and thus attempted to. ,,. . .
understand the patienr' icomplainrs
in terms of illnesses, that is, in terms
of a_pathologically changed parr of
the body or of a part function of the
bodt''.'

These rwo ways of thinking led to
different understandines of the
patient and his probleris. The
understanding based on
illness-centred thinking Balint called
traditional diagnosis; the
understanding based on
patient-centred medicine, he called
the overall diagnosis.

Historical Perspective

Jan Smuts, the legendary South
African warrior, i.ttot"r, and prime
minister, is generally believedio have
been the first to use the term holism
in his attempt to counrer the
reductionistic philosophy of science
and medicine when his book. Holism
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and. Evolwtion', was published in
1926. Smuts argued that an entire,
uhole organism constirutes an entiry
that is more and different from the
sum of its individual Parts and
further. that. "The whole in each
individual case is the centre and
creative source ofrealitY; ... a
hitherto neglected factor ofa very
important character".3 According to
Smuts's theory of holism it would
have been impossible for the doctor
to understand a person's illness apart
from understanding the whole in
which the illness was present, namely
the person, himself. Nor could the
person be understood without
tnowledee ofthe broader context of
his family, work and sociery'

Unforunately, the term, holistic
medicine, has fallen somewhat into
disrepute because of its use by a wide
variew ofunorthodox healers to
mean very different things. However,
the holistic approach, itself, has a
long and distinguished history.

Caprao, a promine nt PhYsicist who
hai written extensivelv about the
philosophical implicaiions of modern

The person,
not the problem

science, has described in some detail
how the practice of medicine in many

cultures ihroughout the ages, has
oscillated benveen reductionism and

holism in accord with changing value

systems. He gives an account of three
holistic traditions: l) the
phenomenon of shamanism that is so
prevalent in nonliterate culrures even

ioday.2) the system ofclassical
Chinese medicine that forms the
basis of most Eastern medical
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traditions, and 3) the tradition of
Hippocratic medicine that lies at the
roots of Western medical science.

The Hippocratic tradition, in
contrast to shamanism and classical
Chinese medicine, holds firmlY the
conviction that illnesses are not
caused by supernatural forces, but are
natural phenomena that can be

. . . to understand the Patient's
unique individualiry, his
tensions, his confl icts, his
problems

studied scientifi cally. However, an
emphasis on the fundamental
interrelations of body, mind, and
environment is shared bY all three
traditions.

After reviewing the history of holism,
Capra describes what he sees as the
new holistic approach, one that not
only recognizes the interrelatedness
of all things, but one that also
attaches importance to the subiective
aspects of medicine. For' as stated by
Cipra: "The proper valuation of
subiective knowledge is surelY
something we could learn from the
East. Ever since Galileo, Descartes,
and Newton, our culture has been so
obsessed with rational knowledge,
objectivity, and quantification, that
we have become very insecure in
dealing with human values and
human experience".o

An historical perspective is also
orovided bv Dr F G Crookshank in a

icholarly piper deliver ed in 1926.5
l{e traces two routes of knowing:
that of the sensualist (or empiricist),
and that of the Platonist (or
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rationalist). Two rival schools of
ancient Greece are described. The
school of Cnidus regarded the
purpose ofdiagnosis as being to
categorize the patient's illness
according to a systematic
classification of disease. The school
of Cos believed that the aim of
diagnosing was to describe the
patient's illness in its relevant context.
The classical description of this
second ooint of view is to be found in
the writing of Hippocrates where it is
stated that Hippocrates: ". . . framed
his judgements or diagnosed bY
payng attention to what was
common to every and Particular to
each case; to the patient, the
prescriber, and the prescription, to
the epidemic constitution generally, _
and to its local mood; to the habits of
life and occupation ofeach patient; to
his speech, conduct, silences,
thoughts, sleep, wakefulness and
d reams  . . ,  t o  h i s  t €a rs  . . . " s

The interrelated themes of the
centrality of the whole, of the
importance of the subjective (as part
of the whole), of everything having a

Doctors used to think of their
patients as complex
bio-medical machines - with
something gone wrong

context, and of the interconnected-
ness ofall things all stem from
holistic thinking.

The Client-Centred Approach

The client-centred approach can be
thought ofas both a parallel and
contributory development to the
concept of patient-centred care.



In his landmark book, Counselling
and Psychotberapf, Carl Rogers
introduced a "newer psychotherapy,"
one in which the focus was, ". . . the
individual and not the oroblem".6 Its
goal was genuinely different from
that ofother approaches in that its
aim was not to solve anv Darticular
problem, but to help thc lnciividual to
grow such that he could cope not
only with his present problems, but
also with later problems in a better
integrated fhshion. Thus, this new
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psychotherapy was to be person-
orientated as opposed to problem-
orientated.

What is now most commonly
referred to as the client-centred
approach, started as a way of
conducting one-to-one therapy. This
way of therapy was first referred to as
nondirective6 and its emphasis was on
technique. A decade later, Rogers
changed the name to client-centred
theraovT to indicate that the focus of

therapy was on the internal
phenomenology of the client. The
I960s saw a broadening ofthe
approach to other fields and the
terms student-centred teaching and
group-centred leadership were
introduced.t,n

The final label that Rogers gave to
his approach to interpersonal
relationships was simply that of the
person-centred approach.r0- r2 The
central hypothesis of this approach



was that, ". . . thc pe rson has within
himself or herself vast rcsourccs for
self-understanding and for
constmctive change s in q'avs of being
and behaving and that these resources
can best be released and realizcd in a
relationship with ccrtain definable
qualit ies."t '  Rogers' consistent belief
remained that it is the qualiq' of the
relationship that is central to the
therapeutii proccss.6,7,ro-tt The three
kc-v attitudinal elements or
charactcristics of the counselor

. .  , , , , ,1, '
i;. ::llr$i 1.9
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dcscribed by Roger.s as vitally
lmPortant ln provlcllng a
growth-promoting relationship are
now vcry well knou'n. They' are:
l) genuineness, 2) unconditional
positive regard, and 3) empathy.'s
Rogers espccially dreu' attcntion to
empathy. It was, in his words,
". . . one of the most delicate and onc
of the most pou,crful wavs we havc of
using oursclves."tt The impact of
cmpathy has been captLlred
beautifuliv in the following u'ords:

"Almost always, when a person
realizes he has been deeplv heard, his
evcs moisten. I think in some real
sinse he is weeping fbr joy.""

In concluding this section, I would
like to dralv attention to three points
recognized by the client-centred
thcrapists that have significancc for
the conccpt of patient-centred care.

Thc first point is that Rogers realized
that thc illness centred wav of
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thinking was not sufficient fbr
dealing with people as a wholc, who
needcd help: "The single elemcnt that
most sets client-centred therap,v apart
(from other schools of
psvchotherapy) is its insistencc that
the mcdical model, involving
diagnosis of pathology, specificity of
treatmcnt and dcsirability of curc, is a
totallv inadequate model for dealing
wrth psychologicallv distressed
persons."r2 Dcaling with distrcssed
people is a major feaftrre of medical
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practicer3 and this fact has certainly
contributed to the recosnition ofthe
deficiencies of the mediial model to
be described belorv.

Second, the client-centrcd therapists
apprehended thc importance of
focussing on thc person, rather than
on the problem." In thc description
ofclient-centred therapv bv Bov and
Pine, we find the follou.rng
statements: "It lbcuses on the clicnt
as a Derson rather than on the client's

problem. It is pcrson-centred rathcr
than being technique-centred,
process-centred, or counsclor-
ccntred."'a This fbcussins on the
Derson was later to becoire one of
ihe kev principles of family
medicincts and as u,c shall sce, is
central to the conceDt of
patient-ccntred care.

The f ina l  point  is  that  hy thc ear l l
l97O's, Rogers bcgan to think
increasinelv in holistic terr.ns rvhe n he
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spoke of a "formative tendency in the
universe as a ufiole.'fuhich was to
become one of the foundation blocks
of the person-centred approach.rr'r6

The Concept of the Patient-
Centred Care as Described in
the Medical Literature

The rediscovery ofthe concept of
patient-c€ntred care during this
century, has been a most exciting
process. It began with the
recognition by general practitioners
of a lack or deficiency in their
medical training. Consider, for
example, the reflections of Sir James
Mackenzie, in 1919, about his
experience of starting general-
practice many years earlier: After a
year in hospital as a house physician,
I entered a general practice in an
industrial town of about 100,000
inhabitants. I started mv work fairlv
confident that my teactring and
hospital experience had amply
furnished me with complete
knowledge for the pursuit of my
profession. .. I was not long
engaged in my new sphere when I
realized that I was unable to
recognize the ailments in the great
majoriry of my patients."rT

Focus on the individual and
not on the problem

Gradually, the need for a different
perspective on patient care carne to
be recognized. A number of distinct,
but interrelated aspects ofthis new
perspective can be identified and
these will be presented in the
approximate order in which they have
appeared over the decades. Illustrative
quotations from the writings of the

. .. Patient-Centred Care

original authors will be used to help
portray something of the meaning of
each aspect as it was first expressed.
From the references given, it will be
seen that each theme has been taken
up time and again as this new way of
thinking about patient care unfolded.

Francis Peabody, in an article
published in 1927, identified not
only that there was a lack in the
medical education of this dav- but
spelled our what that lack was. He

It is the quality of the
relationship which is central to
the therapeutic process

stated: "The most common criticism
made at present by older practitioners
is that young graduates have been
taught a great deal about the
mechanism of disease, but very little
about the practice of medicine - or,
to put it more bluntly, they are too
"scientific" and do not know how to
take care of patients."t8 Peabody went
on to say that the practice of
medicine is an art which includes the
whole relationship of the physician
with his patient thereby making it an
intensely personal matter. In a
striking aphorism, Peabody has
emphasized what many forget during
their years ofhospital training;
namely, that: "the secret of the care of
the patient is in caring for the
patient.ttr8

Thus, Peabody articulated what was
to become the dominant theme of
patient-centr€d care: the primary of
caring for the person. Many others
have expressed this same idea when
speaking of personal versus
impersonal care or of caring for the
person, rather than the disease.l5're-26
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Fox in 1960, spoke ofthe personal
doctor whose, "essential character-
istic, surely is that he is looking after
people as people and not as
problems. . . "20 Later, McWhinney
was to state the first principle of
family medicine as being, "The
Person, not the Problem: The family
physician is committed to the person,
rather than to a particular body of
knowledge, group ofdiseases or
special technique."22

A second, and closely related aspect
of care to be described was the
signifi cance of the subjective.rs're'28-37
Henderson, in 1935, pointed out that
in any interaction, ".. . the
sentiments and interaction of the
sentiments are likely to be the most
important phenomena."2t Sir James
Spence, in1949, in a paper called,
"The Need for Understanding the
Individual as Part of the Training and
Function of Doctors and Nurses",
pointed out that, ", .. doctors and
nurses. because of the intimate
character of 'their professional work,

Patients need to feel they have
been d"eeply heard. by their
doctor

need particularly to understand the
individual and to consider his
feelings."2o Later, Blum, in 1960,
noted that it is crucial for the doctor
to, ". . . understand the significance
of the illness to the patient, since the
doctor-patient relationship owes its
establishment to the belief of the
patient that he is ill."30 John Stevens
chose the value ofthe subjective as
the central theme of his 1973lames
Mackenzie lecture and claimed that.
"In the long run, contrary to current
educational credo, subjective



evaluation is of infinitely greater
value than any so-called objective
assessment."33

With the recognition of the primary
ofthe person and the significance
of the subjective, came the
realization that the doctor-patient
relationship is of tremendous impor-
ixngg.13'r8'33'34'38-40 Peabody stated it
very powerfully when he said: "The
significance of the intimate personal
relationship between physician and
patient cannot be too strongly
emphasized, for in an extraordinarily
large number of cases both diagnosis
and treatment are directly dependent
on it, and the failure of the young
physician to establish this
relationship accounts for much of his
ineffectiveness in the care of
patients."r8 A fourth aspect ofcare
that was identified early on was
referred to as whole person
medicine.'5"e )38 )3e )4\42 In the 1940s,
Dr Paul Tournier of Switzerland,
published his first and probably most
influential book, Med,irine de la
Pmonne,3e which means medicine of

Newly trained doctors know a
lot about the mechanism of
disease, and very little of how
to care for the patient

the whole person. Tournier
maintained that. ". . . in the name of
scientific objectivity itself, we must
take every factor into account, the
spiritual and psychological as well as
the material. in order to relate them
to the symptoms which the patient is
suffering."o' Whole person medicine
was later defined by Dr Michael
Brennan ?s, ", . . care by a family
practitioner who considers the person
as an integrated biopsychosocial

. . . Patient-Centred Care

whole at a given stage of his life

rycle . . ."3e The theme of whole
person medicine represents the
application of holistic thinking to
patient care. The recognition that all
things are interrelated and especially
that illness and people need to be
understood in their respective
contexts has found expression in the
writings of Brennan,38'3e Stevens,33
McWhinney,",*t and Cassellaa'as
amongst others.

A fifth theme of this different
perspective ofpatient care is that ofa
more comprehensive diagnosis that
better expresses the doctor's
understanding of the whole person.
Spence taught students that, ".. .
before exolanation and advice can be
given to i patient they must make
three diagnoses: the diagnosis of the
disease, the diagnosis ofthe concept
or fears of the disease in the minds of
the patients or parents, and thirdly,
the diagnosis of the patient's capacity
to understand the exolanation and
follow the advice."'e

Balint,'e as early as 1957, urged
doctor's to aim for a deeper or an
overall diagnosis that took into
account the patient's emotions and
life situation in addition to his signs
and ryrnptoms. Greco,3t in 1966,
spoke ofa precise diagnosis that
necessitated assessing all levels of
disturbance. McWhinnef2 in 1969-
described a three rt"g. dirgnosis that
consisted of a clinical, an individual,
and a contextual diagnosis. Ten years
later, Wright and MacAdama6
similarly defined a threefold
diagnosis made up of physical,
psychological, and social
components. Others who have
written on this theme include Blum,'o
a Working Party of The Royal
College of General Practitioners,aT
Tait.a8 and Pendleton.'o

As the concept ofunderstanding the
whole person in order to arrive at a
deeper diagnosis became better
understood, attention was focussed
on ascertaining the real reason (or all
of the reasons) for the patient's
attendance.3a)36r4ers2 For example,
Hodson noted that, "Perhaps the
most highly-developed, most
rewarding and difficult art of which
the experienced general practitioner
is capable of, is that ofdiscovering

The secret of the care of the
patient LS Ln ca.ring for the
Patlent

the real reasons why the patient came
to consult him in the first Dlace. . . "53
The patient's reasons for coming to
the doctor have been found to
include his ideas and attitudes. his
feelings, and his expectations .3s'3r46)so
The ascertainment of these reasons
for coming, was in addition to the
doctor's task of making a diagnosis.
Thus it was seen that, "Two tasks lie
at the very centre ofa physician's life:
understanding a patient's illness and
understanding the patient,"3' and the
concept of two agendas (the patient's
agenda and the doctor's agenda) was
born.sa'55

The last theme to be described is
really a consequence ofall the others:
the recognition that the practice of
the kind of medical care imolied in
the interrelated themes desiribed
abov€, requires certain personal
qualities and interpersonal skills of
the physician .r3'32-34,3E'44t4s's6's7 ThiS
recognition of the importance of the
doctor's interpersonal abilities is
exemplified by Brennan's statement
that: "The basis ofadequate total
person care in family piactice lies not
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only in the physician's technical
competence but also in his personal
qualities of sensitivity and awareness.
Especially important is the physician's
sensitivity to the feelings ofpatients
and his intellectual as well as his
intuitive awareness of the
inextricability of the psyche from the
soma.ttss

The Use of the Term Patient-
Centred in the Medical
Literature

The purpose of this final section is to
illustrate the use of the term "patient-
centred" since its introduction in
1970.It will be seen that the naming
of the concept helped to crystallize
the thinking of others such that the
different themes identified in the
previous section could become
integrated.

Gill,se in 1972, described eight types
of interviews in general practice, two
of which are relevant here. The first
type, which Gill called the traditional
medical interview, utilized the illness-
centred approach and was described
as follows: "The doctor is the
powerful purveyor of medical science.

Discovering the
reasons why the
to you

very real
patlent came

He observes the patient to find an
illness, be it hypertension or
depression, which he can treat. The
patient's life and feelings are of
secondary importance to the illness.
The doctor's own feelings are denied
existence altogether, as far as
possible."se In contrast to this, was
the patient-centred approach in
which. "The doctor tunes in to what

. . . Patient-Centred Care

the patient is trying to say behind the
presenting complaint, and sees any
illness in terms of the whole
patient. . . The doctor-patient
relationship is often used explicitly in
the interview. . . the keynote is
awareness and tuning in to what the
patient is bringing."se Byrne and
Long'sso detailed analysis of over
2,500 doctor-patient interviews,
published in 1976,led to the
observation that doctor behaviours
stemmed from four sources: I) a
need to know (that is, to have a clear
understanding of the patient's
symptoms), 2) a need to control (that
is, to limit the patient to a defined
area), 3) a recognition of the patient's
undeclared needs, and 4) a beliefin
the ability of the patient to make
decisions and to be involved in his
own treatment. The first two groups
ofbehaviours, Byrne and Long
categorized as doctor-centred; the
third and fourth groups, they called
patient-centred.

In 1979, Wright and MacAdama6
described doctor-centred and
patient-centred consultation styles as
the opposite ends of a continuum.
The doctor-centred style was seen to
be highly directive and it restricted
itself to the diagnosis of disease. The
patient-centred style in contrast,
provided, ". . . an insight into the
patient's perception of, or response
to, his problem," and helped the
physician to, ". . . learn much about
the person who had the disease, as
well as (about) the disease itself. . ."60

Stanley kvenstein, in 1982,
ciescribed the patient-centred doctor's
role as that ofi catalyst, ". . .
facilitating the inherent growth
potentials which exist within each
patient and family, and helping them
to find healthy solutions to their
problems instead of illness."6r For

lrvenstein, being patient-centred
meant shifting the emphasis from the
doctor to the patient: "To be
maximally effective, that is to practice
patient-centred medicine, we have to
play down our own importance and
stress that of our patients."61

More recently, a patient-centred
clinical method for family practice
has been described by loseph
Irvensteins2 and further expanded by
the Department of Family Medicine

Two tasks at the centre of a
doctor's life: to understand the
patient's illness and to
understand the patient

at the lJniversity of Western Ontario,
London, Canada.5ar55r6'? They
described the method as follows:
"The essence of the oatient-centred
m€thod as it relates io the patient's
agenda is that the physician tries to
enter the patient's world, to see the
illness through the patient's eyes. He
does this by behaviour which invites
and facilitates openness by the
patient. The central objective in every
interaction is to allow the patient to
express all the reasons for his
attendance. The doctor's aim is to
understand each patient's
expectations, feelings, and fears."sa

Summary of the Concept of
Patient-Centred Care
The concept ofthe patient-centred
care can be seen to have a historv.
both ancient and modern. Its aniient
history can be traced to its roots in
holism; its modern history can be
followed through its rediscovery
during this century. This concept can
also be seen to have a parallel in the
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client-centred therapy described by
Carl Rogers.

Perhaps most importantly, th€
concept ofpatient-centred care can be
seen to have a number of interrelated
aspects or themes including the
following: the primary of the person,
the significance of the subjective, the
importance of the interpersonal

To see the illness through the
eyes of the patient

( doctor-patient) relationship, the
wholeness ofthe person, the deeper
(more comprehensive) diagnosis, the
real reasons for coming (the patient's
agenda), and the person (personal
qualities and skills) of the physician.

In concluding this review, I would
like to emohasize that what we are
witnessing is a change in thinking
about patient care, a shift in
paradigms.63 It began with the
recognition that, ". . . an exclusive
concern with the traditional medical
model of specific agents, specific
responses, and specific cures is no
longer adequate to the doctor's
practice."60 Eventually, as the many
aspects ofthis newly rediscovered
perspective of care have come to be
identified and expanded, both the
need for and the recognition that a
shift is occurring has been stated
explicitly,25'33'44'64 as evidenced in the
following profession by Cassell: "I
believe medicine is in the midst of
fundamental and exciting changes; it
is evolving toward a profession in
which the orimarv concern of
physiciansis wittL sick (or well)
persons rather than merely their
diseases. Indeed, this is probably the
most profound shift in medicine

. . . Patient-Centred Care

since the concept of disease as we
know it, came into being in the
1830s."44
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