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Graduated elastic stockings

Sir,—We would like to endorse the comments of
Messrs K G Burnand and G T Layer in their
leading article on stockings (26 July, p 224).
Graduated elastic compression is an accepted
technique for managing venous disease but it is far
from satisfactory as practised. This may be because
graduated compression is not in fact achieved,
despite the manufacturers’ use of testing pro-
cedures. Antiembolism stockings were tested on
elderly volunteers and satisfactory graduated com-
pression was not achieved in the majority of
fittings.! We would disagree with the idea of paying
£5 per fitting to professional orthotists (appliance
fitters) for an unproved service. We cannot afford
not to check individual patients using a proved
interface pressure measurement technique.?? At
Odstock the department of medical physics
and rehabilitation engineering provides a limited
service for checking the fit of stockings, hyper-
trophic scarring pressure garments, and other
orthoses.

Salisbury District Health Authority spends
£0-6m a year on orthotics (surgical appliances) and
the days of dispensing such products without
validating fit and function must be limited. The
need for an interface pressure measurement service
at district level, led by medical physics depart-
ments as part of a larger clinical measurement
service, seems overwhelming when the major
problems of an aging population are considered.
Venous disease may be associated with unrecog-
nised ischaemia,* and the numbers of patients with
diabetic and atherosclerotic peripheral vascular
disease affecting the legs are going to increase. We
do not want a future McColl report tearing
apart publicly the inadequate appliance services of
district general hospitals. Perhaps the government
should invest more of its wasted resources® on

routine scientific proving of services given to

individual patients. This would be the best kind of

audit and produce the best performance indicators
for accountants to study.

IAN SWAIN

JAMEs C ROBERTSON

RAGAI SHABAN

Department of Medical Physics,
Regional Rehabilitation Unit,
Oldstock Hospital,

Salisbury SP2 78X
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SIR,—I am delighted that an authoritative review
of this topic has been published and has mentioned
the new British Standard for compression hosiery.

Messrs Burnand and Layer have, however,
misrepresented the intentions of this standard in
two respects. This standard (BS 6612) contains
a specification for hosiery which requires manu-
facturers who seek to comply with the standard
to describe their garments in terms of their perform-
ance in providing compression. The authors are
incorrect to imply that the standard makes recom-
mendations about the clinical efficacy of garments.
The committee, of which I am chairman, did
consider the available evidence about the medical

indications for different levels of compression and
had, of course, to consider the physiology of the leg
veins in arriving at recommendations regarding
graduation of the compression. However, we did
not believe that we could relate the specification to
clinical usefulness and supposed that in due course
this would emerge from clinical research and
that the findings would be used by the NHS in
reformulating its tariffs for the prescription of
hosiery. This review makes it clear how much
progress has been made in this direction.

The authors express regret that the standard
does not make recommendations for the higher
compression levels which are used by the Swiss and
Germans. It does do so. There is a specification for
garments providing pressures at the ankle greater
than 19 mm Hg; it follows that through the range
19 to about 45 mm Hg the same gradients of
pressure, in proportion, will be required. I am pre-
suming that everyone seeks to avoid compression
higher than 45 mm Hg because of the progressive
reduction in the inflow of blood to that part of the
limb with pressures above this.

Improving the basis for the medical prescription
of elastic hosiery is not the sole purpose of the
standard. For years the qualitative descriptions
provided for customers who buy support hosiery
for themselves have been confusing and unin-
formative. Existing labels and advertisements use
terms such as “elastic,” “support,” “comfort,”
“heavy,” and “light” but without agreement on
the definition of these terms. Very many women
look for stockings which will provide more support
than street hose and appear to find that the degree
of comfort is related to the compression provided.
A standard which provides for ““the labelling of a
garment according to the pressure exerted at the
ankle when worn on the leg of a size for which the



