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T
his issue highlights the art and science of pri-

mary care, the role of policy in “nurtur[ing] 

and support[ing] the idea of primary care,” 1 

and the rich insights that develop when these domains 

intersect.

TESTING AND ERRORS
As the number of cancer screening tests increases with 

advances in technology and proliferation of guidelines, 

what are the costs—in resource and human terms—of 

the increasing numbers of false-negative test results? 

Croswell and colleagues studied a large program that 

screened for cancers of the prostate, lung, colon, and 

ovary among adults aged 55 to 74 years.2 The cumula-

tive rate over 3 years of at least 1 false-positive test was 

high, 60% for men and 49% for women. Clinicians and 

policy makers need to keep in mind that people, not 

just cases, undergo tests.

Most research on medical errors addresses systems 

and clinicians. According to Buetow and colleagues, 

we must also account for patients’ role in errors. This 

study presents the fi rst taxonomy of patient errors, a 

3-level system that includes action errors and mental 

errors.3 As the authors acknowledge, the addition of 

patients to this fi eld of study is provocative. Is it a sign 

of respect for patients’ ability “to make choices and 

err,” 3 or do patient errors imply blame? Share your 

thoughts in our online discussion.

ETHICS, POLICY, AND PRIMARY CARE
When patients can no longer make decisions about 

their medical care, surrogate decision makers become 

involved. An ethics analysis by Braun et al4 provide 

new insights into this phenomenon by distinguishing 

between making decisions for the patient and report-

ing on the patient’s preferences. Clinicians can relieve 

some of the burden of surrogacy by making this dis-

tinction clear.

Bennett and colleagues shed light on the under-

researched relationship between health literacy, health 

disparities, and preventive services.5 Using a skill-

based assessment method in a nationally representative 

sample of older adults, they found that health-related 

print literacy contributes to disparities associated with 

race/ethnicity and education in self-rated health and 

utilization of infl uenza vaccination. Education-related 

disparities were also associated with utilization of 

mammography and dental care.5

The second in a series of editorials explores the 

generalist approach and its value for patients, clini-

cians, health care systems, communities, and beyond. 

It illustrates the importance of comprehensive, per-

sonalized primary care and calls on us to “temper our 

gullibility in believing that quick-fi x, no-pain solutions 

exist for our complex problems.” 6

RESEARCH METHODS
Three studies in this issue contribute to the methods 

of primary care research. Van Ravesteijn et al address 

somatoform disorders, common and diffi cult problems 

for both patients and clinicians.7 They evaluate the 

performance of a self-administered questionnaire for 

detecting somatoform disorders in a high-risk primary 

care population and fi nd that it is valid and moderately 

reliable.

The CHAT is a short, self-administered Case-fi nd-

ing and Help Assessment Tool for lifestyle and mental 

health assessment. A study in this issue evaluates the 

additional benefi t of asking whether patients would 

like help with the issues addressed by the tool. It fi nds 

that doing so increases specifi city and positive predic-

tive value.8

In surveys of physician members of practice-based 

research networks, Kroth and team demonstrate that 

paper-and-pencil mail surveys still add to newer elec-

tronic survey methods in achieving high response 

rates.9 
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THE FUTURE OF PRIMARY CARE
Many individuals and organizations see the patient-cen-

tered medical home (PCMH) as a key to the future of 

primary care. In this issue, we publish an initial report 

from the independent evaluation team of the United 

States’ fi rst PCMH National Demonstration Project.10 

The report offers early lessons from ongoing analyses, 

which have the potential to inform the many medi-

cal home projects underway. The PCMH has been 

described as possibly “the most profound transforma-

tion of the health care system in anyone’s memory.” 11 

This report attempts to place such expectations in the 

context of the realities that practice redesign entails.

A series of essays by Loxterkamp brings to life 

another element that is vital to primary care’s future: 

relationships.12-15 Relationships should guide us as we 

conduct research, practice medicine, formulate health 

policy, and dream of a medical home we can call our 

own. These essays are as relevant to the science and 

policy of primary care as they are to its art, because, as 

an accompanying editorial states, “narrative may help 

discern the best future for family medicine.” 16

We welcome your voice in the discussion of articles 

at www.AnnFamMed.org.

To read or post commentaries in response to this article, see it 
online at http://www.annfammed.org/cgi/content/full/7/3/194.
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