
Editor’s preface
Français à la page suivante

Several readers have criticized our
decision to publish Olli Mietti-

nen’s challenging reflections on the
nature of evidence in medical prac-
tice,1 characterizing his writing as
opaque. Miettinen’s paper is not, we
admit, an easy read, but it raises issues
crucial to our understanding of our
own discipline. To continue the dis-
cussion, we asked Frank Davidoff, ed-
itor of the Annals of Internal Medicine
(page 243), and Richard Horton, edi-
tor of The Lancet (page 245), to give
us their take on Miettinen’s views,
and we offer our own on page 241.

We of course believe that our
practice of medicine at the end of the
20th century is pretty good. We think
we are close to the truth and that our
concepts, diagnostic tests and thera-
pies, although not perfect, need just
the occasional tweak. It is always in-
structive, however, to look back. Just
as others in the year 2098 will very
likely be amused to look back at the
practice of medicine in 1998, so we
can look back at medicine in the last
century. Dr. John Mackieson prac-
tised in PEI from 1821 until his death
in 1885. David Shephard recently
discovered 4 book-length manu-
scripts written by Mackieson (page
253). Mackieson paints an intimate
yet stark portrait of practice in an era
when few diagnostic tests were avail-
able and many standard remedies (we
now know) did not work and were
probably harmful. By reviewing
19th-century concepts of disease,
Shephard enables us to understand
how Mackieson made his diagnoses
and why he prescribed the treatments
he did. Although the theory and
practice of medicine have changed,
Shephard is struck by Mackieson’s
dedication to his patients and his
commitment to careful observation
and record-keeping, characteristics

that remain fundamental to excel-
lence in medical practice.

In 1946 Canadian surgeon Arthur
Vineberg proposed a surgical ap-
proach to the treatment of coronary
artery disease.2 Coronary artery by-
pass grafting (CABG) is now com-
mon. Jack Tu and Keyi Wu report
trends in death rates after CABG for
almost 70 000 Ontario patients
treated between 1981/82 and
1995/96 (page 221). Although the
rate of CABG increased over this pe-
riod, postsurgical rates of death
fell — a remarkable achievement. Tu
and Wu suggest that surgical “report
cards” listing operative death rates by
hospital may have contributed to the
greater relative rate of decline in re-
cent years. Paul Armstrong doubts
that this is the case (page 237). Citing
experience in the US, he argues that
the declining death rates associated
with CABG in Ontario are probably
attributable to many factors includ-
ing, perhaps, a Hawthorne effect.

Few would contend, however, that
we should not monitor the results of
medical interventions. John Crocker
and colleagues report that a review of
the pediatric kidney transplantation
program for Atlantic Canada, begun
in 1990, showed that graft survival
had been less than 50% between
1971 and 1992 (page 229). The re-
view led to the creation of a specific
program for children and changes in
donor selection criteria, immunosup-
pression protocols and postsurgical
monitoring. The results were dra-
matic: in the period between 1993
and 1997, only 2 grafts (9%) failed.
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