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Whom do medical students look up to as role models among their
clinical consultants? Over 180 house staff members from four
hospitals in North America filled out an anonymous questionnaire
designed to find out who among their teachers qualified as role
models. Those who spend more than 25% of their time teaching,
stress upon the doctor-patient relationship, and teach about the
psychosocial aspects of medicine were more likely to come out
winners. Having been a chief resident was another positive
attribute. Bringing doughnuts did not influence the house staff,
but end-of-term dinners did. Curiously, the questionnaire did not
include details about good looks, jazzy ties and flashy cars (N
Eng/] Med 1998;339:1986-93).

Up to half the people with congestive heart failure (CHF) are
repeatedly admitted to hospital with recurrence of failure within six
months of being sent home. Doctors from Germany studied 179
consecutive patients with acute decompensation of pre-existing
heart failure and found that the causes for readmission were
preventable in over half of them (Heart 1998;80:437-41). Not
surprisingly, failure to follow advice regarding drugs and diet,
especially fluid and sodium intake, was the commonest cause for
readmission. Surprisingly, 12.3% of compliant patients had re-
ported worsening symptoms before readmission, which were not
taken seriously by their doctors. To reduce the number of read-
missions of patients with CHF, researchers in Sweden educated
their patients about heart failure, its pathology and treatment, and
asked nurses to follow up these patients in heart failure clinics
(Heart 1998;80:442~). They compared this intervention with
another group followed up by doctors in the usual manner. The
'educated' group did better with respect to time to readmission
and the number of days spent in hospital on readmission, as
compared to the group looked after conventionally. This also
resulted in a saving of US$ 1300 per patient per year. However,
the one-year survival rate was similar in both groups.

Convulsive status epilepticus is a medical emergency and needs
prompt treatment. Diazepam by the rectal route is often used to
control seizures. Doctors at a children's hospital in London used
midazolam by the buccal route to find out how it compared with
rectal diazepam. Midazolam stopped 30 (75%) of 40 seizures and
diazepam 23 (59%) of 39, a difference that was statistically signi-
ficant. The authors conclude that buccal midazolam is at least as
effective as rectal diazepam (Lancet 1999;3S3:623~).

Doctors do not wash their hands as often as they say they do. In
Australia, doctors self-reported a hand-washing rate of about
75%, when it was observed to be only 9%, says an editorial in the
BMI(1999;318:686). We have known for the past 150 years that
a simple measure like hand-washing by health professionals can
significantly reduce mortality due to streptococcal puerperal
sepsis. Yet, doctors do not wash their hands often enough. Role
models play an important part in educating junior doctors in this
practice. A consultant who is not seen to wash his/her hands is
likely to breed the habit in his/her juniors, says the editorial.

Treating depression can be rewarding in everybody, including the
elderly. Researchers from Finland show that elderly people with
depression have a higher mortality but this effect is largely
reversed if the depression is treated adequately. Forty-eight per
cent of people with depression for more than five years died,
compared to 31% of those whose depression disappeared with

treatment (BM] 1999;318:432-3). These data emerge from an
ongoing longitudinal epidemiological study involving people
born in 1923 or earlier in Finland.

The use of Chinese herbal remedies is prevalent in Britain. Oral
Chinese herbal preparations have been shown to be of benefit in
eczema. However, Chinese herbalists often prescribe creams
along with oral preparations. Doctors at the King's College
Hospital in London analysed Chinese herbal creams and found
that 8 out of 11 contained dexamethasone at a mean concentra-
tion in the therapeutic range. All the patients were unaware of the
ingredients of the creams but had assumed that they did not
contain steroids. In any case, the patients were not advised about
the potential side-effects of steroids (BMl1999;318:563-4).

Large volume spacers and metered dose inhalers are effective and
cheaper than conventional nebulizers in treating acute asthma in
children, finds a randomized controlled study from Southampton,
UK (Arch Dis Child 1999;80:421-3). The authors studied 61
children who were older than 3 years and found that the drug costs
were about £14 less in those using large volume spacers. The
median hospital stay was less and asthma disability scores at 2
weeks were also significantly improved in them.

Aggressive behaviour immediately following a seizur~n the
postictal stat~s extremely rare. When it does occur it is never
directed at a particular person. More rarely, episodes of frank
psychosis occur immediately following a seizure, and well di-
rected violence can occur in psychosis. Researchers in Japan
studied 57 episodes of frank psychosis following a seizure and
found that well directed violent behaviour occurred in less than a
quarter of them (Epilepsia 1999;40:107-9).

A lower dose of anti-snake venom given after a snakebite is as
effective as a conventional high dose, concludes a study from
Bangalore, India (] Assoc Physicians India 1999;47:369-71).
The authors randomized 60 patients to two groups. Both groups
received the same starting dose but one was given only half the
amount in subsequent doses. The number of subsequent doses
depended on the persistence of laboratory haematological abnor-
malities or neurological clinical manifestations. They found no
difference in the mortality, transfusion rates, dialysis, and venti-
lation needs in the two groups. In the study, most of the patients
had vasculotoxic manifestations, making decisions about the
need for subsequent doses based on haematological indices easy.
This was not the case in a few patients with mainly neurotoxic
manifestations, as the need for subsequent doses is based on
difficult-to-assess clinical end-points.

If I suffered a cardiac arrest and God permitted me to choose the
person who would give me cardiopulmonary resuscitation (CPR),
should I opt for a tough untrained guy or a trained resuscitator with
a sedentary lifestyle? CPR needs physical fitness to administer,
and 4 of 14 trained resuscitators were unable to complete their
resuscitation routine lasting 18 minutes because they got tired
(Chest 1999;115:15~). All the tough untrained people, which
formed the comparison group, completed the full routine, and
made the same number of technical mistakes as the trained lot.
The study was done on mannequins, but the message is clear-
trained or untrained, doing CPR is tough.
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