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What we know and what we don't know

It seems extraordinary that in medicine we don't know
clearly what we know and what we don't know. Archie
Cochrane-the epidemiologist of almost blessed
memory-suggested 20 years ago that medicine should
compile a critical register of what is known, and now
several groups are taking up his challenge. lain
Chalmers and others discuss (p 786) why Cochrane's
agenda is so important and describe how the Cochrane
centre in Oxford will "collaborate with others to as-
semble and disseminate a register of controlled trials."
Once you know what you know there -is also the

problem of how to change practice, and Chalmers and
others note that unsystematically conducted reviews
in journals and textbooks have sometimes taken years
to recommend treatments that a systematic review
would have shown to prevent premature death and
other treatments have been endorsed long after trials
had suggested that they were useless or harmful. One
way to disseminate good practice is through guidelines,
and Andy Haines and Gene Feder review how effective
guidelines have been (p 785). Two important messages
are that writing them is easy but getting them to change
practice is hard, while guidelines produced locally
by the people who will use them tend to be much
more effective than those produced nationally or
internationally.

Sexual abuse of children emerges as a theme in this

issue. Figures published last week by the National
Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children show
that the number of British children on registers of
those at risk of all kinds of abuse has trebled since 1973
(p 793). The report shows that abuse tends to be
associated with bigger, more mobile, and poorer
families, but an anonymous doctor describes in a
personal view how he discovered that his daughter was
being sexually abused (p 838). His message is that it
can happen to anybody. Roger Robinson, meanwhile,
reviews a powerful if overstated book on the Orkney
child abuse scare. The book's author, a consultant
paediatrician, argues that the British and American
ways of handling sexual abuse are inferior to the Dutch
method, where the emphasis is on healing within the
family.

Finally, this issue carries the obituary of Dougal
Swinscow, the long time deputy editor of the BMJ,
who died last week. Many readers will know Dougal
best as the author of Statistics at Square One, which has
sold 80000 copies. But he was also a world famous
lichenologist and an expert on gardens. My most
moving moment with Dougal was when he described
listening to a radio account-on a mountainside in
Norway-of the dropping of the atomic bomb. "I
knew then," he said, "that the world would never be
the same."
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