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2 George W. Brown’s contribution

to psychiatry

The effort after meaning

Jim Birley and David Goldberg

What would psychiatry have been like if it hadn’t been for George Brown? Some
things would have been just the same. The biological juggernaut would still have
rolled, we would know just as much about neuro-transmission, neuro-imaging,
neuro-pharmacology and genetics; and there would have been the same meticu-
lous attention paid to nosology.

But what would we have known about the importance of social factors in
schizophrenia and depression? In both these, George has left the field looking very
different — and he has inspired a whole generation of other investigators to repeat
his studies, and demonstrate the way that theory devised in England works in
other, very different environments. Studies of life events, emotional expression,
childhood experience of abuse and exact measures of social disadvantage have all
been pioneered by George, but have also been taken forward by psychiatrists and
other social investigators.

Early on in his career with the MRC Social Psychiatry Unit, George did an
apparently simple piece of research on patients with schizophrenia. He examined
the visitor’s book (which, by law, had to be carefully recorded) in two mental hos-
pitals over two periods in 1950/1 and 1955/6. In the first period, when 37 per cent
of all patients stayed for more than two years after admission, those who had
received no visitors during the first two months of their stay were much more
likely to stay longer than two years — 83 per cent compared to 25 per cent. In the
second period, both hospitals had a more active discharge policy with only a
smaller proportion detained for more than two years. In one, where 21 per cent
were still longstay, the difference between those visited and not visited remained,
but not significantly so (27 per cent versus 18 per cent). In the other, with a more
active policy (7 per cent longstay), the difference remained significant — 16 per
cent versus 4 per cent.

George discussed the possible interpretation of his findings, with appropri-
ate modesty, but the point to emphasise for a psychiatrist was that here was a
social variable, capable of predicting outcome as strongly as many ‘symptom-
atic’ or other familiar psychiatric variables. which had been overlooked — and
George’s study has been forgotten, although it may still be relevant to the
revolving doors and overloaded acute units of present day community
psychiatry.
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