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Once upon a time a group of people were told by their 
Leader that they all had to go on a journey. Some of 
them didn't want to go on the journey at all: they were 

quite happy where they were, give or take a few local 
difficulties and frustrations. Others in the group 
rather fancied the idea of a mystery tour, but they 
weren't too sure about the charabanc that would be 

taking them on it. It was called NHS Internal Market, 

and it was a brand new model that nobody had ever 
seen before. In theory it was a sound vehicle, but it 
hadn't actually been road-tested. So some of the group 
asked for a trial run in it before the journey started, 
but the Leader said 'nonsense', the charabanc includ- 
ed all the latest gadgets, 'so stop moaning and let's set 
off. 

So they did. For a while it was all quite exciting. It 
was certainly different, and just as the Leader had said, 
the charabanc did contain some very interesting bits 
of equipment. Some of the people noticed that the 
charabanc seemed to be travelling rather slowly at first, 
but the Leader said that this was simply because of the 
petrol they were using (Steady State), and things would 
start to speed up when they switched to another 
brand. 

After they had been travelling for a while, someone 

suddenly asked: 'where are we going?'. The others said 
out loud, 'what a silly question!'; but secretly they were 
relieved that it had been asked, because they weren't 

absolutely sure either. 'Where do you think we're 

going?', asked the Leader. 'I think we're going to Effi- 

ciency', said one. 'No we're not', said another, 'we're 

going to Competition'. 'I'm certainly not going there', 
said a third, 'I want to go to Quality via Choice'. 'Don't 
be silly', chipped in a fourth, 'we were told quite clear- 
ly that we were all going to Market'. 'Just like the little 
piggies', said a fifth, though he shut up when the 
Leader glared at him menacingly. 
Emboldened by this, someone else in the group 

wanted to know who was driving the charabanc, and 
whether they knew how to work the controls properly. 
After all, it was a brand new and immensely complicat- 
ed vehicle and it hadn't been on the road for very 

long. 'Of course I know', shouted the driver; 'look, 
here's the accelerator!'. 'Yes, but what about the 

brake?', asked another. 'Brake', yelled the driver angri- 
ly, 'who needs a brake? If we start getting heavy with 
the brake, we'll never get there at all!' Then one of the 
little ones started to cry. 'I don't think I like this', he 

sobbed, 'please can I get off and go home?' 'No you 
can't', said the Leader firmly, 'it's much too late for 

that'. 'Hurrah', said some of the adventurous ones 
who were enjoying the journey, 'now let's get on'. 

But some of the more important people in the 

group, the doctors and professors and managers, 
began to get a little anxious about the whole thing, 
and they decided to have a meeting to discuss their 

progress on their journey so far. They all talked 
earnestly and seriously about where the charabanc was 
going and who was driving it, and whether it really did 
have all the controls that it ought to have, and even if 
it did, whether they had been properly installed and 
serviced. Of course, nobody went as far as to suggest 
that it might have been a mistake to start the journey 
in the first place. In any case, even those who weren't 
absolutely sure they knew where they were going or 
whether anyone was actually in control of the chara- 
banc, were still very excited about the journey itself. 

Journal of the Royal College of Physicians of London Vol. 28 No. 3 May/June 1994 271 



Book reviews 

They certainly didn't want to go back to wherever it 
was they had come from, with all its local difficulties 
and frustrations. 

Understandably, the meeting didn't actually resolve 
anything, but then, nobody had really expected it to. 

They certainly thought it had been a jolly worthwhile 
thing to do, and they all felt a little bit more confident 
what they would say to the Leader when she next 
asked them how they were getting on. 
As it happens, the landlord of the premises where 

the meeting took place (a rather comfortable hostelry 
with a grand name?The Royal College of Physicians) 
kept a note of everything that the important people 
had said, and he decided to publish it as a book, so 
that all the other people on the journey could know 
what was happening. It is quite a short book but it fair- 
ly and accurately reflects the dilemmas and prospects 
of the internal market in the NHS so far, reflected in 
the views and experiences of those who, for the most 
part, have to make it work. The RCP is to be com- 
mended for organising and hosting the meeting, and 
for presenting the complexities and ambiguities of the 
market in such an ordered and readable way. 
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