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Field Marshal 

I’m a GP first and foremost, says Professor Steve Field as he prepares to lead the College through one of the most radical chapters in its history

“GPs are the leaders and drivers of primary healthcare – I want to help the profession, the Government and the public to realise this.”

Professor Steve Field has declared an ambition for his Chairmanship of the RCGP. As a GP and a long-serving member of the College, he feels passionately that family doctors must lead the NHS.

“GPs must stop hiding their light under a bushel,” he says, “The time is right for us to lead healthcare in this country. We need strong GP leadership throughout the College that impacts at all levels in the health service across the whole of the UK.

“We can’t continue to be in victim mode - we have to provide the solutions, not just highlight the problems.”

GP leadership is just one reason why Professor Field decided to run for Chair of Council. 

He sees GP education and training – and continuing professional development - as the key to improving patient care.

As Chairman of the RCGP’s Education Network, he spearheaded the introduction of the new GP training curriculum and was previously Chair of the RCGP Professional Development Board, working on strategies for CPD.

He says: “As Chair of the College, I’m in the privileged position of being able to influence the quality of care provided by GPs.

“High quality generalism means high quality patient care. My ambition for the College has always been to ensure we have appropriate education and training for GPs. To produce good doctors we need a good programme of education. The GP curriculum will do a lot in achieving this.”

Tackling health inequalities is another priority for Professor Field. He has been a GP Partner at the Bellevue Medical Centre in inner-city Birmingham for the past ten years. The practice services a population experiencing some of the highest levels of poverty, deprivation and social need in the UK.

“I’m driven by a desire to improve patient care in disadvantaged areas. I come from one of the most deprived parts of the Black Country and now practise in a deprived ward. It’s very important to me that I put something back into the local community,” says Professor Field.

“There’s a lot of work to do around health inequalities. Britain has a vibrant, multi-cultural population but some patients just aren’t getting the care they need. We urgently need a system that will fit all patients, whoever and wherever they are.”

Professor Field admits that health inequalities and GP education are just two of many challenges ahead: during his three-year term he will lead the College through major periods of upheaval, including recertification and the publication of the Darzi review. 

“I think the importance of the White Paper on regulation hasn’t dawned fully on the profession yet – it will affect all healthcare professionals, whether we like it or not,” he says.

“The paternalistic GP went away many years ago. The doctor-patient dynamic has changed and patient-centered care is of paramount importance. This is how it should be and we should welcome opportunities to improve, and maintain, the quality of care we offer our patients.

“It’s very important that the College encourages GPs to have confidence in themselves as key professionals. If they are practising patient-centered general practice then they won’t have any trouble with recertification and re-licensure. A big part of my role is to reassure the profession that that if they continue to practise high quality patient-centered care and stick to the values espoused by the College then they will have nothing to worry about.”

Responding to political change and consultation are also high up on Professor Field’s agenda, and he is keen to increase the College’s lobbying activities to bring the importance of general practice to the fore, going beyond ‘GP bashing’ headlines and actively promoting the work of College members across the UK. He says there is a “fundamental misunderstanding’ by Government of the work of family doctors which must be remedied.

“I’m not sure if what we do is fully understood by Government. The GP has a role as a specialist that manages hugely complex clinical problems, for example co-morbidity in our increasingly elderly population. 

“I suspect what the politicians are aware of are the more routine, less complex illnesses. What is not taken into account is the vast range of patients and conditions that GPs deal with, and their role as patient advocate. Quite simply, the NHS cannot be run without GPs at its heart.”

To get this message across to key decision and policy-makers, Professor Field is keen that the RCGP has a presence at party conferences to ensure that the voice of the College is heard. 

“We need to be more assertive about putting across our point of view in relation to policies which affect primary health care teams and general practice,” he says.

To facilitate this, Professor Field is committed to reinforcing the RCGP’s status as a UK College, and plans - along with Vice Chairs Dr Clare Gerada and Dr Has Joshi - to visit the faculties to speak to members and gain valuable insight into the strengths and weaknesses of general practice in England, Scotland, Ireland and Wales.

He says: “We have to recognise the strengths in all four countries and work together to promote and develop the role of general practitioners. The core values of general practice are the same, regardless of where you are based.

“My role, and the role of the Vice Chairs, will be to get out and about across the whole of the UK to attend faculty meetings and councils, and also speak to non-member GPs.”

With a heavy workload planned during his three years as Chair, balancing clinical commitments with his role at the College will be difficult, admits Professor Field, but he is determined to maintain his role as a family doctor.

He will continue to work at his practice throughout his tenure, something he says will be vital to his work at the College.

“Professionally, I’m most contented when I’m in Room Three at Bellevue, seeing patients. Aside from the fact that I greatly enjoy clinical practice, it’s vital I remain linked into grassroots general practice – members need to know that I understand what’s going on.

“I take my commitment to the College very seriously, but I’m a GP first and foremost.”
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