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sorry state of affairs once again demonstrates the
need for proper research management. Such need
has been expressed in the past4 but adequate and
integrated management of research is yet to be
achieved.

WALTER HOLLAND
Professor of Public Health Medicine

UMDS-St Thomas's Campus, London SE1

Having just completed the writing of a history of
the first 50 years of the Nuffield Provincial
Hospitals Trust, I was interested in Dr Stephen
Frankel's stimulating editorial in your December
issue, especially so since it also has some relevance
to the recent correspondence in the J7ournal of
Public Health Medicine about health service
research. My interest is because until the advent
of the Health and Social Services Department on
the scene, an event which was specially noted by
Sir George Godber and Dr Richard Cohen in the
publication commisioned by the Trust, Portfolio
for health,' the Trust perhaps financed more of
what has come to be known as "health services
research", which included support for epidemi-
ologists, than any other body.
During that period and indeed since, I have

been struck by the record unearthed by my
explorations for the History, which has been
sobering to the extent that so much ofthe research
sponsored and the findings published has gone
unheeded. The current obsession with the
"reforms" obscures a wealth of "indications" of
how to improve the public health.

It is not my intention to comment in detail on
Dr Frankel's observations even if (schooled by the
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writings and as an editor by such luminaries as
Ryle, Doll, Carstairs, Cochrane, McKeown,
Morris, Rutter, Holland, Knox et al) I have some
glimmerings of deja vus; and indeed cannot help
wondering whether too much valuable skill and
effort is going into the rediscovery of known
"indications".

I am already on record in What price quality2 for
my belief in the opportunities for influencing
management now open to the practitioners of
public health medicine. It seems to me that
success in these will depend on the scientific
validity of the "indications" provided by
epidemiology; but history seems to show that,
regrettably, there is a failure to recognise many of
the signs of epidemiological practice, as well as its
essential complement, the link between
knowledge and application.

GORDON McLACHLAN
(Secretary, Nuffield Provincial

Hospitals Trust 1955-1986)
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Trends in hospital admissions for asthma in
Lombardy, Italy, 1976-86

Substantial changes have been registered in death
certification rates from asthma over the last few
decades, and appreciable rises have been observed
in most recent years in several developed countries,
including New Zealand, England and Wales, and
Italy.`3 These changes have been related to the
introduction and use of newer pharmacological
treatments, and the recent upward trends to
serious acute side effects of some specific
formulations, or to the delay caused by these drugs
in seeking appropriate treatment of acute severe
asthma.4'l This would suggest that the upward
trends in asthma mortality are not necessarily a
consequence ofincreased incidence and prevalence
of the disease, and should not therefore be
consistently reflected in other asthma statistics.
To shed further light on the issue, we have

considered trends in hospital admissions for
asthma between 1976 and 1986 in Lombardy, the
most populated Italian region, with approx-
imately nine million inhabitants. Records of
hospital admissions for asthma in Lombardy for
the period 1976-86 were obtained from the
Regional Department of Epidemiology. From

these data, and the corresponding estimates of
resident population, age specific and age
standardised admission rates were derived.
Directly standardised rates were based on the
European standard population.
Trends in overall age standardised hospital

admission rates for asthma between 1976 and
1986 are presented in the figure and contrasted
with national mortality rates over the same
calendar period. In both sexes, there was no
apparent trend in hospital admission rates over
the calendar period considered. When age specific
rates were considered, however, appreciable rises
were observed in childhood (over 400o in both
sexes), while there was no change in young adults
(15-44 years), and noticeable declines in middle
and older ages (table).
The interpretation ofthese trends is not simple,

particularly with reference to the different
patterns in various age groups, but nonetheless
recent trends in admission rates for asthma in
Lombardy are substantially different from
certified mortality on a national level. Over a
comparable calendar period, in fact, overall age
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