WOMAN’S GP DR HELE ALL ON HER TOPIC OF THE WEEK

really thinks about
Doctor Google .

Looking online for medical insights AT

and advice can be both a help
and a hindrance

It’s now so common for my

patients to have first Googled

their symptoms and likely

diagnosis by the time I see them

as a GP, that I routinely ask what
they’ve found. It’s great that we

have so much health information
freely available, but the flip side to
this is that diseases are rarely simple
and information online can (and does
often) lead to inaccurate assumptions and
either under- or over self-diagnosis.

If you Google symptoms of runny nose,
cough and breathlessness you’ll come up
with what we would call a ‘differential
diagnosis’, meaning a list of possibilities.
These would include a cold, seasonal
allergies, the flu, pneumonia, COVID-19
or even lung cancer. The most worried
among you may assume you have cancer
and become anxious, while others may
conclude that it’s just a cold’ and fight on.

DITCHING THE TEXTBOOKS
‘Oh’’, T hear you at the back shouting, ‘but
my GP just goes on Google anyway.” Of

DO LOOK ONLINE

WHEN YOU

o

course, the days of trudging around with
heavy textbooks and thumbing through
pages mid-consultation are long gone. Yes,
we occasionally turn to the internet for
support, but this is not a weakness. GPs
have to know something about absolutely
any health issues that can walk through our
door, from colic and cancer to bunions or
depression. I teach my GP trainees not to
be afraid to reinforce their knowledge, and
to double-check guidance, drug doses and
recent lab advice online.

However, there are two key differences
between you looking up your symptoms on
the internet and your GP checking

CRACKING KNUCKLES CAUSES ARTHRITIS

Fiction! Several studies have shown that habitual knuckle crackers have no more hand

arthritis than those who don’t crack their knuckles. However, even if doing this doesn’t
cause arthritis, there has been some evidence that long-term knuckle cracking can
lead to reduced grip strength, so it’s good to break the habit.

something about your symptoms. The first
being we have years of training and
experience in how to apply that information
safely and accurately to you. And second, we
know where to go for accurate information.

THE PERILS OF SOCIAL MEDIA

I’'m all for sharing experiences on social
media - it’s human nature to do so. Yet
taking medical advice from non-medical
professionals on Facebook or Instagram,
for example, is unsafe because you shouldn’t
assume that someone else’s experience of
asymptom or condition applies to you.

My advice is simple: stick to reliable
sources, such as 111.nhs.uk. If you can’t get
an appointment with your GP, ask your local
pharmacist for help. Above all, when it
comes to the internet and your health,
please tell us what you have read and what
worries you. It helps us to know and address
your concerns — whether we think they have
legs or not.




I don’tunderstand
why she did it

A friend killed herself last week.

She’d been depressed, but the

last couple of times | saw her
she was in good spirits. She never
talked about suicide. What might have
happened to change her so much that
she took this path? | don’t know what
to say to her family and wonder if there
was something | should have done.
SUZIE SAYS

Some people take their own lives

after signalling and talking about

it. Others never mention what’s
on their minds. It’s common that in the
few days, weeks or months before going
through with it, they’ll be upbeat having
come to terms with their decision. You
weren’t to know and shouldn’t blame
yourself. What you say to the family is
what you’d say any time someone dies —
you’re sorry for their loss and offer kind
thoughts and help if they need it.

Help! I want to reject
their help

My relationship’s break-up was

painful and I’m still in shock.

Friends have rallied round, but
one couple, who never approved of the
partnership, have invited me to stay
for the weekend. But | know it’ll turn
into three days of them criticising my
relationship choice and saying I’'m
better off without him. Am | wrong to
refuse their invitation when they’re
being so kind?
SUSAN SAYS

The end of arelationship is a

bereavement. You need time to

grieve, and it’ll be a while before
you’re ready to take on board the lessons
of what happened. So this is not the time
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Is it OK for women to suggest sex first?

I’m dating again after my

husband’s death. Things are very

different from when we first met.
I’ve dated two men who assumed |
wasn’t interested in lovemaking because
| waited for them to suggest it. One man
gave that as a reason not to meet again,
and my latest date acted surprised
when | said how much | enjoy sex. | was
only holding back because | thought
| shouldn’t start the conversation!

to be hanging out with people who won’t
honour where you are emotionally, and
instead impose their own ideas. So tell them
that you’re grateful, but too wobbly to visit.
If they’re true friends, they’ll understand.

Can he take my
granddaughter?

My daughter went out with a man

for six months. She fell pregnant

and he walked out saying it wasn’t
his, which was a lie. Her child is now two
and he has had no contact at all, and paid
nothing towards her keep. My daughter is
now happy with a good and kind man, but

Nowadays it’s fine for women to

be the first to mention sex. That

said, it’s not arequirement.
Everyone should go at the pace they’re
comfortable with, and the man who
complained about you not making the
first move was out of order. The good
news is that now you're talking about
passion with your latest date, you can
really enjoy yourselfin the bedroom!

her ex is telling people he’s going to
take the child away, to live with him and
his new wife. She’s terrified. Can he?
SUZIE SAYS

Not a chance. For aman to argue

for a child to live with him he must

prove parental responsibility. He’s
clearly never made any moves to care for
the child. He could go to court to prove he
was the father, asking for a DNA test. Even
if that was agreed, he would then need to
prove he has and would act as a caring
father. And even if he has had a conversion
to responsibility, he’d still only get rights
to access, not to a residency order, since
she has been sole carer all this time.

HOW TO GET IN CONTACT

Susan will tackle your sex and relationship problems and family dilemmas can be solved by Suzie. Write to ‘Susan and Suzie’ at Woman,
121-141 Westbourne Terrace, London W2 6JR, or send a direct email to asksusan@futurenet.com or asksuzie@futurenet.com.

PHOTOS (POSED BY MODELS): GETTY. IF YOU HAVE CONCERNS ABOUT YOUR HEALTH, SEE YOUR GP.



