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One would expect the next generation of a drug to be either more
efficacious than the previous one or to have fewer side-effects.
Not true. Third-generation oral contraceptives contain desogestrel
or gestodene and were promoted as having superior cardiovascu-
lar safety. According to an editorial (BMl 1999;319:795-6) four
well designed studies have found that third-generation pills had
double the risk of venous thrombosis of second-generation pills.
These and other studies have been subject to a lot of scrutiny. This
is not surprising because 'in a US$ 3 billion world contraceptive
market, the stakes are high.'

In the USA, one in six women is abused during pregnancy, one in
four is abused at some point in her life, one in four who attempt
suicide is also a victim of abuse, and one in four women seeking
care in the emergency department for any reason is a victim of
domestic violence. These figures are shockingly high and sug-
gest that we need to inquire more closely into the possibility of
domestic violence when seeing a woman for any symptom,
perhaps anywhere in the world. A recommended policy in the
USA is that every woman be interviewed alone for some time at
least by a doctor or a nurse (N Eng/ J Med 1999;341 :886-92).

Treating atrial fibrillation in the presence of congestive cardiac
failure with drugs such as quinidine, procainamide and flecainide
may increase the overall mortality, sometimes three-fold. Amio-
darone is one drug that does not increase the risk of death but it has
other serious non-cardiac side-effects. Dofetilide is a new class III
antiarrhythmic drug that has been shown in a recent trial to be
effective in converting atrial fibrillation in the presence of heart
failure, preventing its recurrence, and reducing the likelihood of
hospitalization for worsening heart failure without any change in
mortality (N Engl 1 Med 1999;341:857-65).

Adults who get hepatitis C are likely to have persistent infection
and get chronic hepatitis or cirrhosis within 20 years of infection.
But young children who get it are likely to have a more benign
course. German doctors studied 458 children who had under-
gone cardiac surgery in 1991 and found that 67 tested positive for
anti-HCV following surgery. Ofthese, only 37 had detectable HCV
RNA after 20 years and only 3 had progressive liver disease. The
reverse is true with hepatitis B. About 80% of children with
hepatitis B will have persistent infection but less than 5% of adults
will continue do so, says an accompanying editorial (N Eng/ J Med
1999;341 :866-70).

Out goes another editor. After George Lundberg, editor ofJAMA,
was sacked recently it was the turn of Jerome Kassirer, editor of
the N Engl 1 Med, not to have his contract renewed-a virtual
sacking. The reasons behind the sacking appear to be complex but
seem to revolve around editorial freedom and the authority of the
owners of the journal to further their business interests using the
journal's name. A case of 'money beating medicine' according to
John Harrington, Dean of Tufts Medical School in Boston.

An editorial in JAMA (1999;282:881-2) stresses the need to instil
professionalism in American medical students as an essential
element in their education. It discusses the relative merits of
didactic teaching versus role modelling in achieving this end.
More importantly, it reminds us of the definition of a profession as

characterized by expert knowledge, self-regulation, and a fidu-
ciary responsibility to place the needs of the client ahead of one's
own interest.

Most hospitals in India would admit a large number of people with
head injuries irrespective of the severity of the injury and often for
'medicolegal' reasons: But the number of admissions due to
traumatic brain injury appear to have declined of late in the USA,
according to a 15-year study (1981-96) involving over 400
hospitals. The authors find that the decline may be due to a
decrease in the number of people admitted and classified as
having mild injuries (lAMA 1999;282:954-7).

Hormone replacement therapy is advocated in menopausal
women because it prevents osteoporosis and coronary heart
disease. Women of Indian, Pakistani and Bangladeshi origin in
Britain are more prone to get osteoporosis and heart disease than
white women. But these very women are less likely to take
hormone replacement therapy (BMJ 1999;319:610-11). This
study found that only 10% of 185 menopausal women of Indian
origin took hormone replacement therapy compared to 25% of
282 white women.

Critically ill patients have an increase in protein turnover and are
usually in negative nitrogen balance, which is detrimental to their
recovery. Growth hormone has been used in such patients to
improve their nitrogen balance. A multicentre randomized con-
trolled study of growth hormone in over 500 patients reported in
the N Engl 1 Med (1999;341:785-92) showed that the mortality
and morbidity was higher in those treated with growth hormone.
Perhaps many of us who have not used growth hormone might be
doing the right thing.

Can a woman do anything to prevent getting gallstones? Exercis-
ing for two to three hours a week reduces the risk of Cholecystec-
tomy for gallstones by about 20%, and sitting for long hours
definitely increases the risk. This was found in a study done on a
cohort of over 60 000 nurses in the USA as part of the Nurses
Health Study (N Eng/ J Med 1999;341 :777-84).

A number of things we do to patients stem out of routine practice
and are not based on evidence. The use of antibiotics and broncho-
dilators in treating exacerbations of chronic obstructive pulmo-
nary disease is backed by evidence but the use of steroids is not.
Or more correctly, was not. A placebo controlled trial on 56 pa-
tients in Britain found that those on steroids did better by day 5 as
judged by FEV 1 (forced expiratory volume in the first second) and
duration of hospitalization but by six weeks the two groups did
equally well (Lancet 1999;354:456-60).

A special article in Epi/epsia (1999;40: 1163-7) reviews the depic-
tion of seizures in 20 English language films. The overall impres-
sion is that the view of epilepsy is distorted, sensationalized, and
presented in frightening ways. The people with epilepsy in these
films are men and women, young and old, rich and poor, and
represent varied occupations-from prostitute to scientist. Good
to know that at least some messages about epilepsy have got
across to filmmakers.
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