
Letters to the Editor 

The toxic effect of language on 
medicine 

Editor?In the main I agree with 
Michael O'Donnell's criticism of 
the style of language used in the 
medical literature, (November/ 
December 1995, pages 525-9). 
However, he suggests that the 
writer of the sentence 'This [an 
intervention] results in a reduction 
in the proportion of the popula- 
tion that will drive cars' . . . aban- 
dons simplicity and directness of 
expression because ... he wants to 
sound more 'scientific'. He goes 
on to suggest that 'This means 
fewer people will drive cars' would 
be better. Easier to read perhaps, 
but not necessarily correct. If the 
intervention was occurring at the 
same time as an increase in the 

population, a reduction in propor- 
tion could also result in an increase 
in the number of people driving 
cars. Here lies the problem. Sim- 
plicity is often sacrificed for the 
sake of precision. Is there an easy 
solution? 
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