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The Health Care Handbook 
Elisabeth Askin and Nathan Moore
Washington University Press, St Louis, 2012, 239 pp., $15.99, 
paperback.

As I entered my med-
ical career, I was em-
barrassed to reveal 
how much I did not 
know about various 
aspects of the health 
care system. As an 
early medical student, 
I could not describe to 
family and friends the 
difference between an 
intern, a resident, and 
a fellow. Nearing the 
end of medical school, 

I was unable to properly explain to patients 
the difference between an HMO and PPO. As 
a resident, I was constantly confused by the 
dual roles of licensing and certification. And 
now as a practicing physician, I still struggle 
with things such as my role in the larger sys-
tem and how my practice fits into continual 
delivery reforms.

At some point along the way, I realized that 
if these things were confusing to me, imagine 
how confusing and frustrating the health care 
system is to patients who are trying to navi-
gate its complexities. Hence The Health Care 
Handbook, “a thorough overview of the Ameri-
can health care system,” written by two medi-
cal students for the general public, as well as 
health care professionals and students. The 
introduction describes the book’s purpose as 
“to provide a baseline level of facts and analy-
sis so that readers may go forth with the abil-
ity not only to understand and evaluate what 
they read but also to form their own opinions.” 
This is accomplished through a broad summa-
ry of five areas of health care (Systems and 
Delivery; Health Care Providers; Insurance 
and Economics; Research, Pharmaceuticals, 
and Medical Devices; and Policy and Reform). 
The authors make it clear that this book is not 
intended to provide comprehensive knowledge 
of these issues, but they do support their brief 
synopses with suggested follow-up readings 

to provide further study on the given topics 
when desired.

The book fulfills its stated purpose reason-
ably well. The descriptions are concise and 
well informed, with good use of understand-
able examples and graphs. The prose is clear 
and readable, with some passable attempts at 
humor to keep it interesting. The authors’ at-
tempts at full objectivity are commendable but 
predictably fall slightly short. While they do 
discuss common pros and cons to complicated 
issues to support readers’ understanding, the 
descriptions of the Affordable Care Act (ACA) 
and other sundry topics belie their stated neu-
trality. Thankfully, these are likely not severe 
enough infractions to cloud basic comprehen-
sion of the issues.

As ever, the practice and structure of health 
care is evolving. Any book on this topic there-
fore faces an expiration date at which time it 
will no longer be relevant, especially now as 
the original intention of the ACA gives way 
to the politics of policy implementation. Due 
to this continual change, these topics have re-
ceived little attention in medical training, in 
anticipation that experience in the field will 
provide the necessary education. Despite that, 
this book does fill a necessary void of an ur-
gently needed and practical resource for pa-
tients and health care professionals alike, on 
issues that go above and beyond the ACA. 

This book can be an excellent resource to 
help family medicine educators teach residents 
and other learners the appropriate context for 
practice enhancement, quality improvement, 
and the patient-centered medical home. The 
book’s structure can help learners see the 
system as it currently is, thereby facilitating 
comprehension of their place in it and their 
evolving role in further care reform. It is a re-
source that can be used both in informal clin-
ical settings, as well as more formal didactic 
instruction.

The Health Care Handbook is therefore 
fundamental for every doctor’s office to in-
form all members of the expanding medical 
team, particularly for those with less formal 
medical training. It allows all of us to better 
understand the complex system of which we 
are a part, thus allowing us to better serve 
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our patients and work to simplify the barri-
ers that they face.
Kyle Bradford Jones, MD
University of Utah

Advice to the Healer, 
Second Edition
Richard Colgan, MD
New York, Springer, 2013, 181 pp., $29.99 paperback, Kindle 
$16.17

Advice to the Healer is 
Richard Colgan’s  sec-
ond edition of his pre-
viously titled Advice 
to the Young Physi-
cian (2009). Colgan 
writes with a depth 
of passion about the 
“Art of Caring” (book 
subtitle). In Part I, he 
traces the history of 
patient-centered physi-
cian care from ancient 

Greek, Egyptian, Indian, and Asian physicians 
through 20th century international mavericks. 
Part II contains numerous brief topics of sage 
advice for the newer physician in the areas 
of communication, civility, malpractice, and 
self-care. In a later section, Colgan presents 
biosketches of some of his own patient en-
counters that illustrate how he has applied 
the principles of treating “the person who has 
a condition” with holistic biopsychosocial care. 
In the final section he stresses the concept of 
vocational calling in medicine as a responsi-
bility bestowed by God, with humans as his 
instruments of healing. Throughout the book, 
he traces theological roots of being a “healer” 
from many different religious perspectives.

The readability and structure of the book in 
Part I (International Perspectives From His-
tory) is reasonably easy to follow, although the 
table of contents is confusing with respect to 
references. All of the subheadings of the chap-
ter are repeated, which is unclear. In a third 
edition the publisher would do well to return to 
the table of contents organization from the first 
edition, making the last item for each chapter 
simply “References,” and not re-listing every 
previous sub-topic. The readability and struc-
ture of Part II (Practical Advice for the Mod-
ern-Day Healer) starts out strong but quickly 
becomes fragmented, with some sections being 

only half a page or a single short paragraph. 
These collections of tips, inspirational stories, 
and various lists (eg, “Six Habits of Highly 
Respectful Physicians”) would have benefit-
ed from editing for organization and condens-
ing into fewer chapters that had more flow.  
However, it is evident that Colgan is trying to 
impart a collection of important pearls to the 
novice physician.

The central themes of the book are aptly 
summarized in the book’s final chapter, “The 
Healer.” Colgan is very concerned that medical 
educators “teach today’s young clinicians to be 
superb healers” and “effectively teach the art 
of caring.” (p. 166). He defines the essential at-
tributes of a healer as (1) the healer as a per-
son, (2) the healer-patient interaction, and (3) 
healing as a vocation. He cites Sir William Os-
ler’s mention of Don Quixote as an appropriate 
reading for medical students, reflecting on the 
passion Quixote had for the quests of conquer-
ing injustice, sorrow, and hopelessness. Colgan 
is concerned that 21st century physicians not 
become merely evidence-based technicians but 
achieve patient healing also through the qual-
ity of the patient-physician relationship, direct 
observation of the patient, and understanding 
of familial and environmental factors.

There are several ways this book might be 
best used in family medicine education. In di-
dactics/lectures, a 5-minute presentation of one 
of the historical figures he cites could be an in-
spiring warm-up. Sections of the book could be 
assigned as part of a longitudinal behavioral 
curriculum, with the possibility of assigning 
written reflections as he suggests in Chapter 
9 (A Doctor’s Journal: Searching for the True 
Poetry of Life). Since the book is designed to 
be lab coat-pocket sized, it could be utilized as 
part of the curriculum in night float, as the 
book could lend itself to leisurely perusal dur-
ing the occasional slow night (Kindle edition 
also available). For the resident who chooses to 
let himself or herself be mentored by Dr Col-
gan’s earnest comments, they would do well to 
imagine his hand on their shoulder, his eyes 
meeting theirs, and in the shadows the hands 
of the many great physicians of the past reach-
ing forward to try to touch and empower the 
young physician personally as well.
Lia Billington, PhD
Southern New Mexico Family Medicine Residency, 
Las Cruces, NM 


