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Integrating primary health care: leading, managing,
facilitating
Paul Thomas. Radcliffe Publishing, Oxford 2006. 248pp.
£27.95.

Primary healthcare – general practice in the UK, family practice in

the USA – represents a system of first-contact care provided by a

range of professionals typically including doctors, nurses, health

visitors and counsellors but also embracing accident and

emergency, optometry, dentistry, community paediatrics, gynae-

cology and sexual health. Primary care has been at the centre of

many healthcare reforms in the NHS, and is the focus of the most

recent government White Paper entitled Our health, our care, our

say.1 The primary healthcare team can be regarded as being at the

centre of general practice and primary care in the UK, and this book

is largely concerned with the integration, leadership and manage-

ment of this increasingly complex team, a subject which is likely to

become more important as new roles within the healthcare profes-

sion develop and traditional roles change. These include the

expanding role of nurses in the management of chronic disease, of

nurse practitioners in the first-line assessment of patients present-

ing in general practice, the development of intermediate care by

general practitioners with special interests and the policy direction

of moving elements of hospital care into the community. Given that

the skills of leadership and the management of organisations and of

change are not innate, these changes have clear implications for the

education and training of all healthcare professionals.

Paul Thomas’ book approaches these challenges in a novel and

somewhat idiosyncratic way. He writes from the perspective of a

general practitioner with a good deal of experience of organisation-

al change and a broad and deep knowledge of both theory and 

practice in many aspects of the delivery of primary care. Much of

the book is organised around three familiar scenarios – the develop-

ment of a general practice, the development of a community 

hospital, and locality development – but much of the theory

described and applied will be less familiar, including whole-systems

theory, linearity versus complexity, leadership theory and personal

construct theory. The result is a densely written and often densely

argued text which combines recognisable problems in clinical and

professional life with innovative and interesting theoretical

approaches to their solution. There is a great deal of cross referenc-

ing to other sections of the book and an iterative approach which

sometimes verges on the repetitive. Indeed, the author indicates that

there are ‘many possible paths through the book and simply reading

it from beginning to end may not be the most helpful one’. For some

readers this may be liberating, but others of a more linear frame of

mind may find the organisation of material frustrating and difficult

to follow. In its four sections the book explains why integrated 

primary healthcare is important, provides advice on developing

leadership skills, explores theories of integration and finally

describes useful techniques related to these. While I found many of

the ‘worked examples’ refreshing and some of the guidance on

working with small and medium-sized groups helpful, these were

not always simple to find and navigating the book is not easy.

Although the writing style is generally lucid and literate, the com-

plexity of the text as well as of some of the ideas within it may be

discouraging for readers looking for easy ‘take home’ messages.

Although a welcome antidote to the increasing sound bite approach

to much medical writing and medical education, greater concision

in some sections of this book would have been helpful. As the 

saying goes ‘If I had had more time, I would have written a shorter

book’.

While Thomas is expert in the integration of organisational and

developmental theory drawn from a range of other disciplines into
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