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Ten year follow-up data from the cardiovascular 
health study suggest that a one off ultrasound 
screening of the abdominal aorta can identify 
people with a clinically relevant aneurysm 
(Circulation 2008;117:1010-7). Researchers 
found that infrarenal aortic diameters of more 
than 2 cm are associated with a significantly 
increased risk of future cardiovascular events in 
women and total mortality in men.

The treatments on offer for multiple myeloma 
have changed over the past 10 years—but are 
people doing better? The answer is yes. Patients 
who had received one or more of the newer drugs 
had longer survival since relapse (30.9 v 14.8 
months, P<0.001). Survival after relapse was 
longer in patients whose relapse had occurred 
since 2000 than in those whose relapse 
occurred before 2000 (23.9 v 11.9 months, 
P<0.001), independent of other prognostic 
factors (Blood 2008;111:2516-20).

Being exposed to a flash of light just before having 
a venous cannula inserted helps alleviate the 
pain. Of the 90 adults taking part in this study, 
those who were in the “distraction” group—
photographed without a flash—and the “flash” 
group—photographed with a flash—experienced 
less pain than those in the control group. People 
who were flashed experienced the least pain 
(Anesthesia & Analgesia 2008;106:814-6). 
Minerva finds it hard to imagine that this 
observation will find its way into everyday practice.

Activity rates of English hospital consultants 
suggest that men work harder than women, 
regardless of age, specialty, and the individual 
hospital. But data coding may be an important 
source of bias. Where consultants work in teams, 
coders have a tendency to allocate the work to 
the most senior consultant rather than a newer 
member of staff, and the transfer of a patient from 
one consultant to a more junior one often goes 
unrecorded. As the number of female consultants 
slowly increases over time, their workload could 
be seriously underestimated (Journal of the Royal 
Society of Medicine 2008;101:27-33). 

A randomised placebo controlled study involving 
double blind placebo and homoeopathic 
arms, and an open control arm, reports that 
homoeopathy made no difference to the primary 
outcome of morphine requirements in the first 
24 hours after knee ligament surgery. It also 

made no difference to the secondary end points 
of subsequent morphine intake, visual analogue 
pain score, and quality of life (British Journal of 
Clinical Pharmacology 2008;65:180-7). However, 
a related commentary says that proponents of 
homoeopathy will be more likely to conclude 
that “a certain homoeopathic remedy fails to be 
effective for a certain type of surgical pain” than 
that homoeopathy doesn’t work. 

A large prospective population based study 
of Chinese women concluded that eating 
vegetables, but not fruit, protects women against 
developing type 2 diabetes. Both yellow and 
green vegetable groups were inversely and 
significantly associated with the risk of type 2 
diabetes, and neither body mass index nor waist 
to hip ratio seemed to modify the effect. The 

researchers say that although education and 
income were adjusted for, other confounding 
factors may be at play (Journal of Nutrition 
2008;138:574-80).

Data from the national diet and nutrition survey 
for young people in Britain confirm the existence 
of a significant association between salt intake 
and both total fluid intake and consumption of 
sugary drinks. A difference of 1 g of salt each day 
is associated with a difference of 100 g and 27 
g each day in total fluid intake and consumption 
of sugary soft drinks, respectively. Cutting salt 
intake by half would result in children drinking 
2.3 fewer sweetened soft drinks each week and 
might help in the fight against childhood obesity 
(Hypertension 2008;51:629-34).

Contrary to popular opinion, taking a blood 
pressure reading over a sleeved arm is just 
as good as taking it over bare skin (CMAJ 
2008;178:585-9). Over two years, 376 patients 
aged 18-85 had their blood pressure taken in a 
family practice clinic with the same automatic 
device. Everyone had a first reading taken on bare 
skin. Patients were then randomly assigned to 
the sleeved arm group or bare arm group for the 
second reading. Whether or not patients roll up 
their sleeve seems to be clinically irrelevant.

While science was relatively quick to identify 
the aetiology, pathogenesis, and transmission 
routes of AIDS, it has been unable to halt 
its global spread or find a way to cure it. 
Writing in the Journal of Internal Medicine 
(2008;263:218-43) about the pandemic’s first 
25 years, Professor Kallings—former secretary 
general of the International AIDS Society—says, 
“with no cure or vaccine in sight, scaling up 
prevention is of paramount importance.” Denial, 
myths, and complacency, he says, remain major 
obstacles to rational measures.

SEXINFO is a sexual health text messaging 
service for young people in San Francisco, 
which was set up in response to rising rates of 
gonorrhoea in African-American youth. SEXINFO 
is an information and referral service that can 
be accessed by dialling a five digit number from 
any wireless phone. So far, usage of the service 
has exceeded expectations, and its effect on 
increasing at-risk adolescents’ use of sexual 
health services looks “promising” (American 
Journal of Public Health 2008;98:393-5).

A 70 year old woman underwent colonoscopy 
for abdominal pain. Findings during the 
procedure showed extensive dark brown 
pigmentation of the mucosa throughout 
the colon in addition to multiple sessile 
polyps. On further questioning, she had 
been troubled by constipation all her life 
and she had taken co-danthrusate for many 
years. This appearance is consistent with 
pseudomelanosis coli. It is a harmless 
pigmentation of the colon associated with the 
use of laxatives containing anthraquinone. 
The composition of the pigment is unknown. 
Pseudomelanosis coli is asymptomatic, and 
although no association has been found with 
bowel cancer, colorectal adenomas are found 
more often in patients with this condition. The 
pigmentation usually improves or disappears 
when laxatives are no longer taken.
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