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The scandal of poor medical research

Doug Altman



Do better research, not more

Doug Altman



Cochrane– reviewing bodies of 
research
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The billion dollar question–

Why is so much health research bad?



Doug Altman’s 1994 answer..

‘Put simply, much poor research arises because 

researchers feel compelled for career reasons to 
carry out research that they are ill equipped to 

perform, and nobody stops them.’



Ok, what should we start doing?



1. Know what’s a priority

• Has a formal priority setting process been completed? 

• Have guideline groups highlighted gaps? 

• Funders can commission work and say exactly what they 
want.  The UK’s National Institute for Health Research 
(NIHR) does this often. 



Knowing front-line priorities

These influence UK funding decisions.



Knowing front-line priorities



2. Know what’s been done already

• We all need high quality systematic reviews. 

• Funders should require them to be part of the rationale 
behind research proposals.  Some big UK funders do this. 



2. Know what’s been done already



3. Design for your users

• Who am I designing my research for & what do they need? 

• What have you done to make sure the intended users of 
your results don’t have to dismiss your work as irrelevant? 



Not designing for users..

Number of 
clinically 
irrelevant trials:  
  
87 of 136 (64%)



4. Think about process

How do we know that the way we propose to do 
something is the most effective way of doing it?

Mike Clarke, 

Belfast, UK

Studies Within 
A Trial (SWATs)



0% 10%5%-10% -5%No payment 
better 
recruitment

Payment better 
recruitment

For example, a SWAT of financial 
incentives for recruitment

2015a
2015b

2015d

2015c

Best estimate

2010

2015e



5. Research is a team exercise

• We are all experts on something.  Few are experts on 
everything. 

• Patients with a condition are experts in that condition.  
Your research design needs their help. 

• Find a statistician.  Love him or her. 



Summary–do better research, not 
more

Doug Altman



 
If you have any further questions please contact: 
 
Shaun Treweek, HSRU, University of Aberdeen, UK 
 
Email:    streweek@mac.com 

Twitter: @shauntreweek; @Trial_Forge

HSRU is core funded by the Chief Scientist 
Office of the Scottish Government Health and 
Social Care Directorates. The author accepts 
full responsibility for this talk.

www.trialforge.org




