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A place for qualitative research

Medical journals are increasingly dominated by
research papers that use statistics, and most editors
are convinced that this is an important development
after centuries of medical anecdote. Nevertheless,
there remains an important place for qualitative
research, and a paper in this issue uses anthropological
techniques to deepen our understanding of cot
deaths (p 16). The authors have investigated why
Bangladeshi families living in Cardiff have much
lower rates of cot death than Welsh families, and they
hypothesise that the reason may be that Bangladeshi
mothers always keep their babies close to them.
“I like to wake up in the night and see all my family
around me,” said one mother. Another paper from
New Zealand examines why cot deaths are so much
commoner among Maoris than non-Maoris and
concludes that it is probably because recognised
risk factors—like socioeconomic disadvantage—are
commoner among Maoris (p 13). Oddly enough, in this
survey sleeping with the baby increased the risk of cot
death.

One of the editorial principles of the BMY is that
doctors in different countries have much to learn from
each other by studying how common problems are

tackled. To this end we publish regular international
round ups, and this week’s one looks at how six
different countries are tackling the problem of what to
do about doctors who don’t participate in continuing
medical education (p 7). The countries use various
mixtures of sticks and carrots.

A new series begins this week on the future of family
health services authorities (p 33). June Huntington
describes how these bodies are evolving from the
reactive, largely administrative family practitioner
committees into proactive bodies that want to manage
primary care. The challenge will be for them to develop
services without heavyhandedly destroying their
unique and local flavour.

Finally, we have a clutch of letters on the misuse of
anabolic drugs (p 61). One letter reports a survey of
almost 700 students showing that 4% of the men and
1% of the women had used anabolic steroids, while
other letters report side effects including pulmonary
emboli and rhabdomyolysis. A surgeon from Cardiff
describes two male bodybuilders who wanted to have
prominent breast tissue excised and notes that it is now
common for such people to take tamoxifen as well as
anabolic steroids.
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