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Abstract

There is a widespread belief that users of public services want to be treated as
consumers when choosing where and how they will be treated or educated and
who will provide social care to them. Drawing on psychosocial perspectives
relating to the embodiment of vulnerability, I show that while most users want
better information about choices available and want to be more involved in
making the decision as to which option to follow, there is no evidence that
greater choice will, in itself, improve the quality of services. For how far patients
behave as consumers depends on the severity of their illness, the nature of the
procedure involved and their individual circumstances. More severely ill patients
face complex treatment options and prefer decisions to be made on their behalf
by a well-informed and trusted health professional. Further, although there is no
social gradient when patients express their interest in choice, the pre-existing
inequalities of education and income are likely to have an impact on access to
information enabling health choices for different groups. Overall, the experience
of user choice in public services including health and education indicates that
wealthy and educated populations are likely be the main beneficiaries of a policy
of extending choice, unless specific measures are introduced to help
disadvantaged groups interpret and make use of information.
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