
W
hen you have a 
health problem 
does it also bring 
another problem 
- who to consult 

about it? It may not be convenient 
to consult a doctor right away, or 
it may not be the kind of problem 
you would necessarily want to 
see or need to see your doctor 
about . 

In the United Kingdom , a new 
service called "Healthcall" is 
helping to solve this problem in 
an imaginative way. Healthcall 
enables people to ring a tele
phone number and receive a 
pre-recorded message that deals 
specifically with the problem 
they face. It operates as a 
confidential health and medical 
information service, available to 
callers 24 hours a day , seven 
days a week. 

Launched in Jun e 1986 , 
Healthcall has already received 
around seven million calls I It was 
set up by a company named Air 
Call Medical Services which has 
been providing services for the 
medical profession in the UK for 
22 years - finding locum doctors, 
for example, to stand in for 
general practitioners who are 
travelling or on holiday. 
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"We had people calling us to 
say that they didn 't want to see a 
doctor, but where could they get 
advice?'' said a company spokes
man. ''The setting up of 
Healthcall was a response to this 
demand.'' 

Approved and endorsed by 
the Royal College of General 
Practitioners , Healthcall explains 
to callers the causes , symptoms 
and remedies of specific 
complaints; it complements 
rather than competes with tradi
tional medical services. 

The growth of the service is 
itself a witness to its value. In 
1986 when the service started, it 
dealt with 130 different health 

topics . By 1988 no fewer than 420 
topics were included. Much of 
this expansion resulted from 
requests and comments by 
callers who suggested what they 
would like the service to include. 

A free 18-page brochure, "The 
Healthcall Directory," has been 
distributed to general prac
titioners and gives details of the 
comprehensive range of health 
topics that are covered and the 
telephone numbers to ring. The 
advice is given free, but callers 
pay for their telephone calls at 
normal rates - and Healthcall is 
funded by call charges . 

The directory lists topics 
under seven subject areas - your 
family, your body, healthy living, 
sexual matters, preventive medi
cine, contemporary issues and 
finally a general section. Each 
section is then sub-divided into 
more detail. The ''your family ' ' 
section, for example , includes 

mzen a health problem arises, is there always 
somebody to answer your questions? 
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your baby, children, the elderly, 
teenagers, pregnancy, men, 
women and family problems. 

Again each sub-section is 
further broken down. Under the 
children's section, there are 40 
different topics - including 
aspirin and the under-twelves, 
the effectiveness of cough medi
cines, bed-wetting, heat 
exhaustion, puberty, teaching 
children how to play, and a very 
useful ''where did I come from. '' 

While some forms of dermatitis 
or eczema are thought to be 
caused by allergies, others are 
believed to be inherited; this is 
part of the advice you hear if you 
are troubled by skin problems 
such as eczema and dermatitis 
and telephone the skin problems 
section of "Your Body. " 

Blood pressure, arthritis, 
depression and distress, back
ache and slimming; these are in 
the " top 20" of the health matters 
that people call about, according 
to Air Call Medical Services, 
whose headquarters are at 
Ashton House , Milton Keynes 
MK9 2AH. The advice contained 
in each message varies in length 
from two to seven minutes - four 
minutes is about average --; and is 
claimed to be " the best infor
mation available. " 

The section "contemporary 
issues'' attracts a lot of calls; it 
deals with AIDS, drugs, abortion, 
alternative therapies and 
smoking. The AIDS section is 
sub-divided into 12 sections, 
each focusing on the connection 
of the disease with particular 
groups, such as drug users, 
young heterosexuals, people 
travelling abroad, and women in 
pregnancy. 

Do you want to stop smoking? 
Then ring 0898 600 726. Do you 
want to resist pressure from the 
companies that advertise cigar
ettes? The number for you is 0898 
600 724. And if you want to know 
more about smoking and heart 
attacks - try 0898 600 725 . The 
general section of the directory 
includes matters as diverse as 
infectious diseases, difficulty in 
sleeping, operations, phobias, 
work and health. 

Callers often ring in because 
they want to understand more 
about a particular topic so that 
they can take preventive 
measures against ill-health . The 
section on healthy living includes 
advice on diet, exercise, stress, 
tiredness , holiday j et-lag, 
sunburn, sports injuries and such 
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summer problems as bee and 
wasp stings . 

Dr Neil Kaiper-Holmes, 
Health call's medical director, 
says that the service '' has already 
helped millions to become better 
informed about their health. It is 
easily accessible, accurate 
information given in total 
confidence. '' Users of the service 
are reminded that Healthcall is 
not a diagnostic service and that 
they should consult a doctor if 
symptoms persist. Nonetheless it 
does have the effect of relieving 
pressure on over-worked 
doctors. 

''As a doctor, I welcome 
Healthcall' ' says Dr David Delvin, 
a medical adviser for a television 
chain, '' as I am sure do the great 
majority of my fellow general 
practitioners. So much of our 
time is spent explaining fun
damental health problems to 
patients that a service which 
complements the health service 
is invaluable. " 

It claims to be the first service 
of its kind in the world but 
already the idea has spread to 
the United States, Canada and 
Australia. Air Call Medical 
Services believe that the service 
is replicable in any country pro-

vided that a reasonable tele
phone service exists - a proviso 
which could limit its effectiveness 
in many parts of the world. 

The importance of Healthcall is 
that it provides an additional 
service. People with a sensitive 
health problem , relating to 
sexuality for instance , may feel 
some reluctance to talk about it to 
their own doctor. The recorded 
message with appropriate advice 
coming down the phone line asks 
no questions, may give reassu
rance, or may convince the caller 
that a doctor should be seen . As 
yet in its infancy in global terms , 
the principle of imparting 
comprehensive health advice by 
telephone seems likely to spread 
rapidly in the next decade. 

The Health Call directory makes basic medical advice 
available to all people in the United Kingdom at the 
touch of the fingertips. Photo WHOjHealthcall, UK 
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