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151 secular trends in self reported sexual activity and satisfaction in swedish 

70 year olds: cross sectional survey of four populations, 1971-2001

 Over the past three decades an increasing proportion of these older 
people have reported having more and better sex

 Nils Beckman, Margda Waern, Deborah Gustafson, Ingmar Skoog
 >> Editorial p 121

154 Prognosis in patients with recent onset low back pain in australian 
primary care: inception cohort study 

 Among adults presenting with non-specific low back pain of less 
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Robert D Herbert, Robert G Cumming, Jane Bleasel, John York,  
Anurina Das, James H McAuley 

157 Routine care of peripheral intravenous catheters versus clinically 
indicated replacement: randomised controlled trial

 These may be left in place safely for more than 72 hours if there are 
no contraindications, and replacing them only when indicated cuts 
infusion related costs by a quarter 

  Joan Webster, Samantha Clarke, Dana Paterson, Anne Hutton,  
Stacey van Dyk, Catherine Gale, Tracey Hopkins
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160 Bullous pemphigoid and pemphigus vulgaris—incidence and mortality 
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 Studies in secondary care have underestimated the increasing age 
and sex matched incidence and mortality from these autoimmune skin 
disorders, which caused nearly 2200 deaths in the UK during 2001-5 

  S M Langan, L Smeeth, R Hubbard, K M Fleming, C J P Smith, J West

 >> Editorial p 123
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 Active maternal inflammatory bowel disease during pregnancy 

carries a greater risk to the fetus than appropriate treatment. 
Careful management is essential to achieve good obstetric 
outcome
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173 lesson of the week: Omeprazole and refractory hypomagnesaemia
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BMJ, doi: 10.1136/bmj.a258

 Ioanna Tzoulaki, Ian J Brown, Queenie Chan, Linda Van Horn, 
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€90m Amount the European 
Commission is offering each year for fruit 
and vegetables in schools (News p 134)

$50 Monthly payment to poor families 
in the Opportunity NYC project if they 
keep up health insurance  (Feature p 142)

>72 hours  Time intravenous 
catheters may be safely left in place if no 
contraindications are present  
(Research p 157)

10.4/100 000 Estimated 
incidence of ulcerative colitis in Western 
populations (Practice p 170)

200 Number of sex workers who 
marched in Phnom Penh to protest 
against human rights abuses  
(Review of the Week p 177)
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PiCTurE OF ThE WEEk 
Transplant athletes and participants from the team of the state of New Mexico march wearing alien 
masks during the opening ceremony of the National Kidney Foundation US Transplant Games, held in 
Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. The masks are an ironic reference to the purported 1947 UFO incident which 
made Roswell, New Mexico, world famous
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“i believe that the government should 
admit publicly that health care is 
rationed” (News p 136) 

“Self reported quantity and quality of 
sexual experiences among 70 year 
olds improved over a 30 year period ” 
(Research p 151)

“For oestrogen receptor positive 
cancers, aromatase inhibitors are 
more effective than tamoxifen in 
postmenopausal women”  
(Clinical Review p 164) 

“despite Camembert, foie gras, and 
pain au chocolat, the French outlive the 
Spanish by a mean of seven months 
and the British by a full two years” 
(outside the Box p 178)
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 “Old age,” said Confucius, “is a good and 
pleasant thing. It is true you are gently shouldered 
off the stage, but then you are given such a 
comfortable front stall as a spectator.” Nigel 
Hawkes invokes the ancient sage this week to 
question the decision of the UK’s General Medical 
Council to start charging an annual retention 
fee from doctors who are over 65 (p 145). The 
GMC may be helping to make old age less good 
for some, but since a key objective of modern 
medicine and public health is that more of us 
should reach old age, we should do all we can to 
make it as good as possible.

One pleasure that’s often assumed to 
dwindle with age is sex. But a study in this 
week’s journal reminds us that sex plays an 
important part in many older people’s lives. 
Indeed if the cohorts of 70 year olds reported 
by Nils Beckman and colleagues (p 151) can 
be generalised beyond Sweden (which some 
may doubt), the self reported quantity and 
quality of sex among older people has improved 
over the past 30 years. Yet doctors are often 
uncomfortable talking to their patients about 
sex, especially if the patients are elderly. As 
Peggy Kleinplatz says in her accompanying 
editorial (p 121), doctors should ask—and be 
trained to ask—every patient, regardless of age: 
“Any sexual concerns?”

A few years ago the BMJ asked its readers 
to vote on a list of non-diseases, defined as 
“a human process or problem that some have 
defined as a medical condition but where people 
may have better outcomes if the problem or 
process was not defined in that way.” Ageing 
came top of the list (www.bmj.com/cgi/content/

full/324/7334/DC1). This raises the intriguing 
idea that ageing can be separated from the 
increased susceptibility to disease that goes 
with it. So might delaying ageing be more 
profitable than tackling individual diseases? Two 
articles this week say that it might. Colin Farrelly 
recognises that some will think it is wrong to 
divert scarce public funding into tackling ageing 
(p 147), but he argues that, given the growing 
health burden of an ageing population, we 
can’t afford not to. Robert Butler and colleagues 
say the disease specific model of research 
has diminishing returns, and they call for 
substantially more research into mechanisms for 
extending healthy life (p 149).

In the meantime, what should medicine’s 
approach to elderly people be? In last week’s 
journal we published a Head to Head debate 
on whether geriatric medicine should remain 
a specialty (BMJ 2008;337:a515, BMJ 
2008;337:a516). The subsequent poll on  
bmj.com came out strongly in favour (p 146). 
We don’t know how many of the votes were from 
geriatricians but two cases reported this week 
remind us of the complex realities of treating 
elderly people who are taking a pile of drugs for a 
range of diseases and perhaps non-diseases too 
(p 173). Finally, having started with the words of 
a Chinese sage, let me end with one of his 20th 
century compatriots, Qiu Fazu, who has died at 
what may one day be considered the ripe young 
age of 94 (p 180).
Fiona Godlee, editor, BMJ, fgodlee@bmj.com
Cite this as: bmj 2008;337:a847

To receive Editor’s choice by email each week, visit  
bmj.com/cgi/customalert

Editorial, p 121
Research, p 151

Articles appearing in this print 
journal have already been 
published on bmj.com, and the 
version in print may have been 
shortened.

bmj.com also contains material 
that is supplementary to articles: 
this will be indicated in the text 
(references are given as w1, w2, 
etc) and be labelled as extra on 
bmj.com

Please cite all articles by year, 
volume, and elocator (rather 
than page number), eg bmj 
2008;337:a145. A note on how 
to cite each article appears at the 
end of each article, and this is 
the form the reference will take in 
PubMed and other indexes. 

this week

What’s neW at the BMJ Group
Drug and Therapeutics Bulletin (DTB)—July issue
Reviews on three new drugs for type 2 diabetes, update on managing Bell’s palsy 
and tests for equivalence or non-inferiority—why?  dtb.bmj.com
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