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major cause ofconfusion in the diagnosis ofconjunctivitis is the
presence of dry eyes, which can occur in such conditions as
rheumatoidarthritis, or afterprolonged staphylococcal blephari-
tis. These patients often present with gritty and uncomfortable
eyes and the condition may be easily mistaken for conjunctivi-
tis. A local antibiotic may then be used and found ineffective;
if local steroids, either alone or combined with antibiotics, are
then given they will give some symptomatic relief simply
because they provide fluid over the eye. These patients are
specially at risk if placed on long-term steroids. About 10%
of the population react to local steroids with a high increase
of intraocular pressure, and serious damage may result
from secondary glaucoma from a treatment which is both
unnecessary and ineffective.

Local steroids should, then, be used only in known cases
of uveitis and in those patients in whom the diagnosis of
marginal corneal ulceration is certain. If they are prescribed
they should not be continued for more than two or three
weeks without specialist advice and should never be given
when the diagnosis is in question or in patients with a history
of herpes simplex infection.

1 British Medical Journal, 1971, 1, 303.

Coronary Costs
National affluence, though in many ways desirable, has ill
effects: one of these is wastefulness in medical care. Though
N.H. S. staff did not do well in the 1960s a generally satisfactory
economy allowed moderate expansion ofthe Service's resources,
much of which was directed to hospital care. Sudden adverse
economic influences and unparalleled inflation have squeezed
the N.H.S. and it appears that standards can be maintained
only if economy and efficiency can be pursued-and if
affluence has made the N.H.S. inefficient, poverty may yet
create the environment in which cost effectiveness becomes
something more than a talking point at symposia. Information
is badly needed, especially in diseases such as myocardial
infarction which are such expensive consumers of resources.
A recent study from the U.S.A.1 looked at a hospital's case

records of myocardial infarction in the years 1939, 1949, 1959,
and 1969. Data collected included age, sex, and clinical out-
come, details of nursing observations, use of oxygen, analgesia,
sedation, the frequency of diagnostic procedures, and an
assessment of the severity of the episodes. The authors,
making the null hypothesis that mortality in each severity
group was unchanged from 1939 onwards, found an excess of
deaths only in the first year studied. The hospital did not have
a coronary care unit, but the acceptance of these results means
that all the many other "advances" in management of myo-
cardial infarction had been without benefit in terms of hospital
survival. Possibly improvements have been obscured by a
bias against survival from the modern trend to quicker
admission and by some defects in the retrospective assessment
of severity owing to the data necessarily being incomplete.
The other data are legitimate and thought provoking. There

was a linear rise in numbers of E.C.G.s, x-rays, and bacterio-
logical tests, an exponential increase in chemical investigations,
and an increase in sedation and the use of oxygen. There was
no appreciable change in the time spent in hospital in sur-
vivors. Nursing recordings were maintained for a shorter
period in 1949 and 1959, but this trend was reversed by 1969.

The amount of investigation and clinical activity did not cor-
relate with the assessment of severity-an indication that
routine rather than need dictated much of what was done.
This is doubtless the case in many units for many E.C.G.
requests, radiological and biochemical procedures, and for
four-hourly nursing recordings after the third day in patients
with mild episodes. Simply because the severity assessments
were questionable, it is not possible to conclude that these
various procedures did not influence survival; and survival is
not the only important issue. Minimum disturbance during the
initial illness is a worthy objective, and one which may well
depend on observation and investigation; and the quality and
length of survival after discharge are more relevant to society
than the cost-effectiveness of short-term hospital survival.
Most physicians will feel reasonably sure that basic investigative
data, though they might not influence immediate survival, do
have a lot to do with decision-taking that may influence long-
term health.
The duration of stay in this American study was influenced

by neither severity nor the passage of time. Even in 1969
survivors were averaging almost a month in hospital. That the
mildly ill patients served this long sentence suggests a very
conservative, old fashioned approach, or again raises doubts
about the severity data. Though it is still impossible to resolve
the argument about home versus hospital care there is at least
cast-iron evidence that early mobilization of patients with
uncomplicated infarcts is not harmful as measured by subse-
quent angina pectoris, ventricular aneurysm formation,
cardiac failure, or long-term survival.2 Any disadvantage in
healing because of more rapid mobilization is fully com-
pensated by a presumed reduction in venous thromboembolism,
muscle wasting, and the resultant decline in exercise tolerance.
Furthermore early discharge presumably brings benefits in
psychological terms, in both the short and long term.
These studies should stimulate more economic use of

hospital beds and facilities. Whatever the arguments about
initial coronary care, apparently the later aspects can-
without clinical disadvantage-be moved away from the
hospital sector. Any move in that direction would require
co-operation between family doctors and hospital doctors and
perhaps some strengthening of the home nursing services.
Savings made might be diverted towards initial coronary
care, where immediate access to repeated defibrillation remains
the only way of reducing deaths from cardiac arrest.3 Almost
certainly, a system of very rapid admission and detailed
supervision for three days would cover almost all arrests and
less serious but equally treatable complications.

1 Martin, S. P., et al., Annals of Internal Medicine, 1974, 81, 289.
2 Bloch, A., et al., American3Journal of Cardiology, 1974, 34, 152.
3 British Medical Journal, 1975, 1, 473.

Side Effects of Methyldopa
Screening surveys have shown that 15-30% of adults have
raised blood pressure levels1; most are unaware of the presence
or significance of their hypertension. When treatment is
necessary the severity and nature of the underlying disease
process influence the choice of drug.
Methyldopa has been widely prescribed since 1960,2 but

its side effects have proved less acceptable in recent years in
patients with mild or symptomless hypertension. Johnson et
al.3 found side effects in 72% of patients, including weight
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