Diagnostic Work in Poisons Advising – “Is there anything I need to worry about?”
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‘“Calls” are best described as ongoing and developing sequences of action, actions that get formed up into organizational events’ (Whalen, 1995 p.188)

In this paper we focus on the work of Information Officers (IOs) in the Scottish Poisons Information Bureau (SPIB). The results we report are drawn from six months observation of activities at SPIB and a corpus (~100) of tape recorded calls. 
Unlike, for example, in North America (cf Frankel, 1989), advice on the management of accidental or deliberate ingestion of toxic substances or overdoses of substances is not given to members of the public: in the UK such inquiries are managed through healthcare professionals. For example, a patient may present at their general practitioner’s office or the local hospital emergency room; parents, relatives, carers and so forth may telephone NHSDirect/24 to inquire about substance ingestion: in all these cases, advice on management will be given either to or through a healthcare professional. IOs have an array of persons and artefacts that can be drawn on in giving advice: we show how these are employed in vivo to do advising.

We show how information resources are recipient designed through strategies such as telling stories of previous cases and imagining the call maker, their concerns (Orr, 1996) and categorial incumbency (Sacks, 1972). Further we show how callers formulate their concerns as Toxbase-worthy matters (Jefferson and Lee, 1981)  as opposed to, say, calls to police, GP etc: this underlines the issue of sense-making and what has been called ‘practical epistemology’ (Whalen and Zimmerman, 1990).  The paper shows how advising is a situated matter that involves practical reasoning on the part of the call-taker and how this practical reasoning impacts on situations of advice-giving (Whalen and Vinkhuyzen, 2000).The aim is to highlight the situated, practical management of contextual considerations in the study of doing diagnostic work.
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