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Book Review

Diarrhoea in Rural India: A Nationwide Study of
Mothers & Practitioners. Hema Viswanathan and
Jon Eliot Rohde. Published on behalf of UNICEF by
Vision Books, New Delhi, 1990. Price: Rs. 1080 per
set (of five volumes).

Diarthoea is an unpleasant word but a stark reality. A
third of all children who die in the developing world
die of diarrhoea and it continues to be a major killer
of infants and young children in India and poses a
formidable challenge to the health system. This de-
spite the fact that the Indian system of medicine
knew for at least 3,500 vears how to deal with acute
loss of fluids. Sushruta Samhita had prescribed tha
cholera victims should ‘‘be given t¢ drink profuse
quantity of tepid water m which rock salt and molas-
ses have been dissolved: or clarified water combined
with rice gruel”. So oral rehydration therapy (ORT)
is not all that new. Why then 1§ 50 little priority
given to ORT by rural mothers and health care
workers including practitioners in the treatment of
diarthoea? Why then are the efforts of both the gov-

ernment! and the non-governmental organisations in

India to provide improved diarrhoca case manage-
ment services through widespread availability of
ORT in the public health system not as effective as
we would want them to be? How can we reach this
message that sumple and imexpensive ORT can save
lives to millions of Indian households?

In these five volumes, a specialist in marketing
with a particular flair for applying the principles and
techniques of marketing to issues relevant to so-
cloeconomic development and a Harvard-trained
doctor with special interest in community medicine
and paediatrics have provided the much needed data
without which 1t would be impossible to answer
these seemingly simple but formidable questions.
The data pertain to knowledge, attitudes (and be-
hefs} and practices relating to diarthoea prevalent
among parents and health workers in different parts
©of India.

There are three partners in this major study on
home management of diarthoea. First,-the Ministry
of Health and Family Welfare, Government of India,
- which realised the problem and was ready to
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seek the help of professional researchers. Second,
the UNICEF office in New Delht and in particular
Dr. Jon Eliot Rohde who have considerable experi-
ence in dealing with the management of children’s
diseases in the developing world and who were more
than willing to cooperate with the Ministry and or-
ganise a massive study; and third, the Indian Market
Research Burean, a very large market research or-
ganisation with considerable strength in  social
marketing research, which was commissioned to
carry out the actual field work, collection and analy-
sis of data. The entire study was funded by USAID
through UNICEF. .

The study that took about three years of hard
work 1s very well designed and executed equally
well. It was designed in two stages. An exploratory
qualitative stage aimed to seek out, understand, enu-
merate and record the knowledge, attitudes and prac-
tices (KAP), followed by a quantitative stage aiming
to measure, count and estimate the extent to which
KAP found in the first stage held true in different
regions.

Both the methodology and the findings of this sur-
vey — perhaps' the largest of its kind ever undertaken
anywhere - are described in these volumes. About a
hundred trained interviewers were used to admunister
the questionnaires designed with great care. Consid-
ering the magnitude of the problem and the diverse
sociocultural settings obtaiming in India, this re-
viewer is impressed by the vast amount of reliable
data on diverse aspects of diarthoea — its incidence,
home remedies, treatment by various categories of
health care professionals, awareness and use of sugar
and salt solution, oral rehydration salts and other
fluid supplements, etc. — collected for this study.
Such data couid not have been collected by simple
questionnaire techniques alone. Hence the IMRB-
UNICEF study used methods of anthropology and
representative  sampling. The data were processed by
IMRB e¢xperts mostly on a computer and partly
manually.

[t is heartening — .and at the same time least
surprising - to note that the results of this study have
already bhelped change the National Diarrhoea Man-
agement Plan. The study can very wel]l serve as a
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model for other countries grappling with similar
problems where persuasive communication holds the
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key to development. congratulated.

On the whole, the book provides an understanding
of the management of diarrhoea in rural India that is
poth detailled and exhaustive. The authors and the

2.

““Cholera’” mm the *‘India Collection®’

Bengal is widely known as the home of cholera. And much of the early work on cholera — its incidence,
cpidemiology and treatment — was carried out by Bntish doctors serving in colomal India, These
doctors —~ some mere medical officers in His Majesty’s Bengal Army and others as highly placed as the
surgeon general of a whole province or His Majesty’s Indian Army — have recorded their findings,
analysis and experience in dealing with this deadly epidemic in lucid prose. For obvious reasons, these
works were published by Bntish publishers. Copies of some of these excelient source materials that
should be of great interest to students of the history of cholera are even now avatlable, in the ‘India
Collection® housed in the India Intemnational Centre in New Delhi. We must thank the British Councll
for the effort they have taken in collecting these valuable books and making them available to scholars
despite the passage of more than a century. Somne relevant titles are:

.

A Treafise on Asiatic Cholera by C Macnamara (then Surgeon to the Calcutta Ophthalmic Hos-
pital), John Churchill @and Sons, New Burlington Street, London, 1870, pp. 337.

The Annals of Cholera by Dr John Macpherson (A work of leamning and research covering from
the earliest periods to the year 1817). Ranken and Co.. Drury House. London, 1872, pp. 235.

The History of Cholera in India from 1862 to 1881 being a descriptive and statistical account
of the disease by H E Beltow, Triibner & Co., Ludgate Hill, London, 1883, pp. xii + 839

History of Asiatic Cholera from 1781 to July 1892 by N C Macnamara, Macmillan and Co,,
Londen, 1982, pp. 71.

Cholera in Its Home by J Macpherson, Churchil! & Co., London. 1866.

Diseases of Tropical Climates, Lectures Delivered at the Army Medical School by William
Campbell MacLean, Macmillan and Co., London, 1886, pp. 340. (Chapter on cholera, pp.
212-235).

A contemporary reviewer had commented that “‘both Macnamara and Macpherson have had unri-
valled opportunities of studying the disease, not in books only, but at the bedside in the hospitals of
Calcutta'’, the city referred to by Dr Macpherson as the ‘home of cholera’,
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countless others but for whose assistance this study
could not have been carried out so well deserve to be
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