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Philippe' has raised an interesting point in regard to
the randomness of daily mortality in hospitals.
However, his charge, that Zweig and Csank2 had
concluded only on the basis of their success in fitting a
Poisson distribution to the mortality data from large
hospitals that 'daily mortality may occur at random
and independently.. .', is not in accord with what was
reported.
The Zweig and Csank description of daily
mortality as a discrete random variable follows from
the definition of a random variable. It seems obvious
also that the essential characteristic of daily
mortality, even in hospitals where variations in
mortality may occur as a result of seasonal peaks or
diurnal changes in hospital care, is that the actual
time of occurrence of the death of any particular
patient is understandably non-predictable,
non-controllable, and independent by nature. This
appears to be implicit in the position also adopted in
other mortality studies that were referred to, such as
Bortkewitsch,3 Thorndike,4 and Amato.5 To
conclude otherwise, as Philippe does, by drawing an
analogy using Edwards's6 algebraic proposition
without demonstrating his case by reference to
additional hospital data with a direct bearing on
annual mortality distributions is to attempt to score a
point at small cost.
Philippe's contention that it is a 'fact that the
authors' daily mortality does not follow a Poisson law
in small hospitals' begs the question, because this was
not admitted by Zweig and Csank. What they stated
was that the matching in the small hospitals of the
mortality distributions with their Poisson models was
regarded by them as suggestive of agreement with the
Poisson models provided that the less exacting
criteria of Cochran7 were employed. In fact it was
shown that the means and variances of the annual
distributions of daily mortality in the smaller
hospitals were on the whole as nearly equal as they
were in the larger ones and the conformity with their
respective Poisson models was acceptable in 30 of the
33 samples involved.
It would be beneficial to see this study extended to
other hospitals to find whether the conclusions
represent a generalisation which can be upheld. At

155

least evidence from actual observations should be
presented and conclusions drawn on the basis of
actual data rather than from theory which may or
may not apply. Until anyone can show from observed
data that the annual distribution of daily mortality in
hospitals does not generally conform to a Poisson
distribution we believe that the finding that it does so
must stand. In this connection it is useful to
remember Rothman's8 admonition that 'it is better to
observe and test in the clinic and laboratory than
write polemics concerning one's own metaphors'.
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