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University of Copenhagen; 2200 Copenhagen N, Denmark

To the Editor: The study by Durham et al. (Aug. 12 issue) [1] of the clinical efficacy of
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grass-pollen immunotherapy has a complex design. According to the authors, the

study is a randomized, double-blind, placebo-controlled study of the discontinuation of
immunotherapy in patients with rhinitis. The authors conclude that "immunotherapy

for grass-pollen allergy for three to four years induces prolonged clinical remission."

The design of the study has a flaw that we believe invalidates their conclusion: it did
not include a randomized group that received placebo to control for the spontaneous
course of rhinitis. In 1988, patients were randomly assigned to receive immunotherapy
for three or four years. In 1992, each of these patients was randomly assigned to one
of two groups, an immunotherapy-maintenance group or a discontinuation group,
which received placebo injections until 1995. In 1992, an open, nonplacebo control

group was added so that symptoms could be monitored.

Rhinitis is a common disease, but little is known about its epidemiology [2] or its
spontaneous course. Clinical experience shows that there is great variation in the
severity of rhinitis and its course. Often, seasonal rhinitis diminishes after some years

of disease.

Without the use of a randomized placebo group, Durham et al. cannot show whether
immunotherapy is better than a seven-year spontaneous course of grass-pollen
rhinitis. The study design does, however, support the conclusion that patients who
have received immunotherapy for three to four years will not be harmed by

discontinuing the treatment.

Marianne Stubbe Ostergaard, M.D., Ph.D.

Klaus Witt, M.D., Ph.D.

University of Copenhagen; 2200 Copenhagen N, Denmark
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