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Home and alone is perhaps an ingredient in the recipe for demen-
tia. An extensive social network prevents dementia, say research-
ers from Sweden (Lancet 2000;355: 1315-19). Their cohort study
of over 1200 non-demented non-institutionalized people above
the age of75 years showed that 176 became demented by 3 years.
They were single people or stayed alone in their own homes.
Extensive social network was defined as being married and living
with someone, having children, relatives, or friends with daily to
weekly satisfying contacts.

White matter changes in elderly people are seen regularly in CT
and MR scans but we do not know what to make of them. Some
patients are severely demented while others are completely
normal. In between are patients with a spectrum of cognitive
impairments. A study from Holland of MR scans in over 1000
elderly individuals found that periventricular white matter changes
correlated consistently with significant cognitive dysfunction but
subcortical changes did not. Just one step further in understand-
ing the intricacies of the ageing brain (Ann Neuro/2000;47: 145-
51).

Most doctors extol the virtues of breast-feeding but neglect the
breast during antenatal examinations. Breast-feeding becomes
difficult if the nipple is cracked or retracted. Doctors from
Allahabad examined 400 women in the antenatal period and
found that about 20% had problems such as cracked or retracted
nipples. Most of the women responded easily to treatment. These
doctors advocate examination and treatment of minor breast
problems during pregnancy rather than immediately after deliv-
ery (] Obstet Gynaecol India 2000;50:38-9).

Venous thromboembolism after hip fracture is treated with preop-
erative low molecular weight heparin (LMWH) and stockings. A
multicentre randomized controlled trial in over 13 000 patients
showed that adding 160 mg aspirin daily for 35 days to existing
regimens brought further reduction in the incidence of pulmonary
embolism or deep venous thrombosis as compared to placebo.
However, the trial did not study the efficacy of aspirin alone
compared to low molecular weight heparin (Lancet 2000;
355:1295-302).

In a multicentre prospective trial, American researchers found
that of nearly 900 patients with acute myocardial infarction, 19
(2.1%) were mistakenly discharged from the emergency depart-
ment and of nearly 1000 patients with unstable angina, 22 (2.3%)
were wrongly sent home. Mistakes were more likely to be made
if the patient was a woman less thai: 55 years of age, non-white,
reported breathlessness as the main symptom, or had a non-
diagnostic electrocardiogram (N Engl] Med 2000;342: 1163-70).

The same paper draws attention to literature that shows that acute

myocardial infarction or unstable angina is confirmed in only 30%
of patients admitted with acute coronary syndromes. The rest
have non-cardiac chest pain who do not need admission. These
unnecessary hospitalizations cost more than US$ 5 billion annu-
ally in the USA. A classic dilemma-to admit or not someone with
chest pain.

Endocrinologists from the UK, USA, and The Netherlands con-
ducted a 12-week, randomized, double-blind study ofpegvisomant,
a genetically engineered growth hormone receptor antagonist,
and compared it to a placebo in over 100 patients with acro-
megaly. All patients given the new drug improved significantly
and showed a reduction in serum IGF-l (insulin-like growth
factor 1) concentrations. However, serum growth hormone levels
increased substantially during the treatment. This might mean
that the new drug needs to be used along with other measures such
as surgery and radiation to reduce the serum growth hormone
levels (N Engl] Med 2000;342:1171-7).

Influenza has a high morbidity and mortality and accounts for
150 000 hospital admissions and 20 000 deaths each year in the
USA. Despite an effective vaccine, treatment options are limited.
Oseltamivir, an antiviral drug, was studied in a randomized,
double-blind trial in 60 centres in the USA in over 600 healthy non-
immunized adults with a clinical diagnosis of influenza. The drug
reduced the duration and severity of acute influenza and may
have reduced complications (JAMA 2000;283:1016-24).

Patients with atrial fibrillation who are above 75 years of age,
have had a stroke, transient ischaemic attacks, systemic hyperten-
sion, mitral stenosis, or left ventricular dysfunction are likely to
get a stroke. That this can be prevented by warfarin has been
repeatedly shown in clinical trials. However, the drug is used in
only a third of patients who could benefit from it. Researchers
from London who used warfarin in family practice found that the
drug was as effective and the complication rate the same as in
trials. Perhaps this study will convince more doctors to use
warfarin in family practice and more patients to accept the drug,
says an accompanying commentary (BM] 2000;320:1236-9).

Of 208 randomized controlled trials of various therapeutic agents
used to treat head injuries, all trials were seriously flawed. The
failed meta-analysis reported in the BMJ (2000;320: 1308-11)
cited inadequate sample size, poor randomization and blinding
techniques, and inadequate follow up as the main design flaws.
Thus we have no proof that steroids, osmotic diuretics, hyperven-
tilation, antiepileptics and several other agents work in head
injuries. We hope that lawyers specializing in medical litigation do
not read this paper or this Masa/a.
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